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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This dissertation examines how mainstream U.S. journalism consistently serves white 
racial interests and the racial status quo, or what I call white incumbency, despite its push 
for diversity and its stated aims to improve coverage of nonwhite communities. It is 
based on an in-depth ethnographic study of two daily newspapers and extensive one-on-
one interviews with 61 journalists. I found that although journalists strongly identify with 
the need for more diverse coverage in newspapers, they emphasize individual and 
personal stories that avoid recognition of historical racial power imbalances, exhibiting 
what Ruth Frankenberg calls power-evasive race cognizance. Journalists also 
demonstrate a number of often contradictory identifications and self-understandings 
about themselves and their work, such as commitments to diversity and not taking sides, 
but these conflicts are almost always resolved in favor of white incumbency. Journalistic 
conventions and practices, such as the watchdog function and its emphasis on public 
institutions, routinely produce stories that replay and reinforce racial hegemony by 
portraying nonwhites as problems or people seeking “special privileges.” Also, 
journalistic repertoires about those conventions and practices avoid interrogations of 
journalists’ ongoing complicity in the maintenance of white incumbency. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
It was a typical day at the Valley Register,1 a mid-sized daily newspaper in central 
California, where editors gathered for the daily morning news meeting to preview stories 
for the next day’s paper—deciding which stories to pursue and possible ways to report 
and package them. On the Associated Press wire budget that morning was a routine story 
out of the U.S. Census Bureau reporting that one out of five people over 5 years old in the 
United States spoke a language other than English at home. Editors immediately jumped 
on the story, assigning a reporter to find the local numbers, convinced they would be 
much higher in their area. The paper’s immigration and “diverse communities” reporter 
quickly found that in the central valley it was twice the national average, with a plethora 
of other languages spoken at home, not just Spanish but Hmong, Tagalog, and Farsi, 
among others. The reporter and an editor then discussed different ways to cover the story. 
This common journalistic practice of localizing a wire story2 provided an 
opportunity to draw on the gains made from the news media’s efforts to diversify their 
newsrooms and coverage of their communities. The Valley Register, part of a nationwide 
newspaper chain known for its commitment to diversity, had a rather diverse staff by 
newspaper standards. The reporter covering the story was a bilingual Spanish speaker 
dedicated to covering the valley’s various communities and was well-versed in racial and 
ethnic history and the history of representations. The story also gave the newspaper a 
chance to break out of the area’s predominant Anglo-Latina/o3 binary to show the 
increasing multicultural nature of the central valley. 
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By the usual journalistic standards, the story published in the next day’s paper 
could be regarded as a solid, “objective,”4 unbiased story about how a language other 
than English is being spoken at home by more than 40 percent of the people in the central 
valley. In fact, a nationwide LexisNexis search of stories about that Census report found 
several other stories that were reported and framed in a similar manner. And that’s the 
problem. Rather than interrogate the center, much less talk about how the center may be 
expanding beyond not only English speakers but Spanish speakers as well, the story 
worked to reinforce the center by focusing instead on what problems all the different 
languages were causing for the area’s institutions, such as schools, police, courts, and 
hospitals. After recounting the numbers and different languages spoken in the area, the 
story’s contextualization of the Census report focused entirely on the negative with such 
wording as “The diversity of languages presents challenges to … Uncommon foreign 
languages present even greater frustrations for … For teachers, it means extra work 
to …” While this language is itself problematic, it is not as telling as the overall tone of 
the story, which basically treated speaking other languages as either a drain on precious 
time and money or as a disability or handicap for those who can’t speak English. In fact, 
the story focused exclusively on monolingual speakers when discussing the challenges 
institutions face in finding translators or funding ESL programs, disregarding the fact that 
many of those who speak another language at home are bilingual or multilingual.5 
In other words, difference is a problem, “not an asset, or even an essential and 
desirable dimension of an increasingly transnational world.”6 Not only is the racial—and 
linguistic—status quo implicitly privileged and taken for granted, but deviation from it is 
posited as a threat to the smooth operation of society’s vital institutions, and by 
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implication, the social order. Although one could argue that this story was simply about 
language and not race and ethnicity, that argument overlooks the longstanding role 
language and English proficiency—or lack thereof—have played in the history of racial 
formations in the United States.  
Although it certainly wasn’t the intent of the reporter or editors, the story played 
into reactionary rhetoric about how immigration is an unacceptable drain on dwindling 
public resources. Thus, a news story about a routine Census report becomes an example 
of how “it is not just ‘racial thinking’ that is the problem but a more challenging 
operation of cultural structures [in this case journalism] that can function in multivalent 
ways that do not seem racial at all, though the underlying cultural dynamic of 
determining belonging and difference is reaffirmed time and time again” (Hartigan Jr., 
2009, p. 15). By emphasizing the negative effects of predominately nonwhite7 
immigrants on the area’s institutions—on “us all”—the story works to maintain the racial 
status quo, or what I call white incumbency, by accentuating the costs of difference, of 
change. (For an extended discussion of this story, see chapter 5.) 
Why white incumbency 
When talking about the racial status quo, I have decided to use the term white 
incumbency. Although the term white supremacy is certainly appropriate and accurate, 
many people tend to associate it with the less common intentional racism of a small 
minority, such as white supremacists, rather than the majority’s everyday, unintentional 
reaffirmation of the racial common sense and structures that continue to sustain and 
defend the unequal distribution of health, wealth, and life chances in contemporary 
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society. I have decided to use the term white incumbency despite my misgivings that 
avoiding the term white supremacy is a failure of nerve on my part or that it could be seen 
as appeasing squeamish whites who recoil upon hearing or who are simply uncomfortable 
with the term white supremacy. So, I want to make clear that I do not believe using the 
term white supremacy is wrong or an unwise tactic but rather that for my particular 
purposes, especially as it pertains to journalistic conventions and practices, the term white 
incumbency seems a better fit.  
As an intervention into the practices of journalism, I am using the term white 
incumbency because journalists have often been conscious of the inherent advantages and 
privileges of incumbency. While I certainly agree with those who contend the news 
media consistently and systematically favor incumbents (Schudson, 1995, pp. 214–215), 
individually journalists do take extra care in making news decisions regarding 
incumbents during campaign cycles. As a reporter covering city hall, I would scrutinize 
incumbents who tended to pontificate more at council meetings during election season, 
often passing on quotes I would have used at other times if I thought they were 
grandstanding. During election campaigns, incumbents’ news conferences or other media 
events also get more scrutiny from assigning editors and reporters, who often decide 
against writing stories about events they might otherwise cover in the political off-season. 
By turning these rituals and conventions of journalism around on the process of 
whiteness, a new consciousness may result. Putting whiteness in the context of just 
another form of incumbency helps decenter it by stressing its unnaturalness and 
temporality because all incumbents will eventually be unseated. Using the term 
incumbency also offers a new way to question the assumed neutrality of the status quo 
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and the ongoing defense and protection of that status quo. Especially now, after years of 
debates about the need for term limits and campaign finance reform, few people, 
especially those on the right, think of incumbents as neutral, and even more, often see 
them (and their inherent privileges) as suspect. I also want to use the term incumbency as 
a different way to remind us that the racial status quo is an ongoing network or system 
that comes with a bundle of privileges that incumbents (whites) have at their disposal—
inherent advantages bestowed upon them whether they intend to use them or not.  
White incumbency also puts a focus on how the process of whiteness systemically 
perpetuates racial inequality even though it doesn’t necessarily privilege all whites or 
even though some nonwhites are privileged in many ways despite the system. Although 
incumbents may be under fire or out of favor at various times or election cycles (or some 
reactionary whites may feel beleaguered or under siege), the advantages of being an 
incumbent still far outweigh the disadvantages. (For example, even in 2010, an election 
year that has been characterized as extremely tough for incumbents, 87% of incumbents 
who ran were re-elected to the U.S. House of Representatives and 84% of incumbents 
were re-elected to the U.S. Senate.) Describing the process of whiteness as another form 
of incumbency emphasizes that it continues only as long as we keep voting for it—or 
choose to go along with it by not voting against it. The emphasis, though, is on choice, 
even when—especially when—the choice is to passively accept the benefits of white 
incumbency. 
Another reason I prefer the term white incumbency over white supremacy is that 
white supremacy makes the racial status quo seem so overdetermined—and 
unchangeable. While white supremacy may seem like a big “thing” that is out there—and 
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often as something other people do or are responsible for—reframing it as white 
incumbency puts more focus on the racial status quo as a specific process that we all are 
constantly reaffirming by our ongoing participation in it. Talking about white 
supremacy—along with its common association with outright racists—often makes it 
hard to “get Americans to acknowledge and assess the pervasive racial aspects of our 
public culture if the one thing they know they cannot be is ‘racist’ ” (Hartigan Jr., 2009, 
p. 16). While most whites don’t consider themselves racist, they do regularly vote for—or 
don’t vote against—incumbents. 
Throughout this dissertation I also will avoid using the terms racist or racism 
except when quoting others. This is not to say that I don’t think racism exists or that 
others shouldn’t talk about racism, but I have found that talking about racism often ends 
up being counterproductive. As Bonnet (2008) notes, the “reaction to accusations, or 
even discussion, of racism amongst whites is commonly characterized by cynicism and 
resistance” (p. 191). Talking about racism also tends to steer the conversation toward 
intentional racism, and I want to keep the focus on the mainly unintentional maintenance 
of white incumbency. One of the biggest problems with discussions about racial 
inequality is that they are often distracted or derailed by sideshows or blind alleys, such 
as whether individual offenders (Don Imus, Dr. Laura, Tea Party activists) or various 
leaders are being intentionally racist. As Younge (2010) notes in discussing what he calls 
the passive-aggressive nature of modern racial discourse, “As a means of avoiding 
conversations about what they have done, people instead insist on what they are not.” It 
would be much more productive if our discourse focused on whether people are 
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contributing to the maintenance of white incumbency and how they do so. It is far more 
constructive to focus on the consequences of our actions than on our intentions. 
My project 
I came to this project after more than 15 years working as a journalist in small daily 
newspapers. Over the years I became increasingly uncomfortable with two aspects of 
journalism: its persistent misrepresentation and marginalization of nonwhites and its 
rather uncritical, and often disingenuous, discourse filled with such platitudes as “that’s 
what the news is” or “our job is to reflect reality.” During my time in the business, I 
found both particularly hard to work against, especially since they were the result of 
unintentional and unreflexive journalistic habits. Like Heider (2000), I knew journalists 
weren’t sitting around a table talking about ways to marginalize nonwhites (p. 2). As I 
became increasingly critical of the profession in my later years as a full-time journalist, I 
was often struggling for better and more precise language to voice my vague yet growing 
discomfort with the profession and the common language used to defend itself against 
criticism. I eventually left the profession for graduate school. After five years of study as 
a critical journalism and critical cultural scholar, I returned to newsrooms with new eyes 
and new language, giving me more confidence in trying to answer new questions about 
the practice of journalism. 
The central questions of my project are: (1) What are the parallels between white 
and journalistic identifications?  (2) How do journalistic conventions and practices, 
especially those tied to the quest for “objectivity,” conceal the expression of white racial 
interests and the maintenance of white incumbency and racial inequality?  (3) How do the 
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expressions of white and journalistic identifications through everyday newsroom 
conversations (as opposed to the often lofty rhetoric of the profession) account for, deal 
with or avoid challenges to established journalistic conventions and practices?  (4) How 
can the answers to the first three research questions not so much capture what whiteness 
is but instead demonstrate how the process of whiteness works and the work it does? 
I have explored these questions through extensive on-site participatory 
observations and long, semistructured one-on-one interviews with 61 journalists at two 
newspapers: the Valley Register, a mid-sized daily in central California, and the Lakeside 
Ledger, a metropolitan daily in a large Midwest city. I also worked full time for five 
months as a page designer and copy editor at the Ledger. I chose newspapers as my 
research sites for a number of reasons, primarily because as a working journalist in a 
number of different positions in daily newspapers, I was well acquainted with the 
conventions and practices that I wanted to study. 
 In addition to the familiarity factor, I think newspapers are an important site 
because they still have so much influence on other media. Although they don’t rely on 
them as much as in the past, local television newscasts still often take their cues from the 
morning papers. And even though Web sites are now providing more original content, 
most news sites are still dominated with collections of stories from newspapers and 
occasional network or cable TV outlets ("How News Works," 2010). So, despite their 
declining circulations and increasingly unsteady business models, newspapers are still a 
key site in the ongoing social construction of reality. And finally, because newspapers are 
facing such tenuous times, there may be opportunities to see how journalists may be 
rethinking their conventions and practices. 
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The two pillars 
This project is built upon two very important assertions: the status quo is not a neutral 
baseline and the news is not merely a “reflection of reality” but rather a critical site in the 
ongoing social construction of “reality.” I build on Harris’s (1993) work that argues that 
“the existing state of affairs is considered neutral and fair, however unequal and unjust it 
is in substance” (pp. 1777–1778). Harris argues this assumption “obscures the 
consequences of social selection as inevitable. The result is that the distortions in social 
relations are immunized from truly effective intervention, because the existing inequities 
are obscured and rendered nearly invisible” (p. 1777). In a time when U.S. whites enjoy 9 
to 10 times more wealth than African Americans and that wealth gap is increasing 
fourfold (Shapiro, Meschede, & Sullivan, 2010), it is hard to see the status quo as neutral. 
When women on average still earn about 75% of what men make and gay and lesbian 
couples have to spend hundreds if not thousands of dollars on legal work (wills, custody 
arrangements) that heterosexual couples automatically receive with a marriage license,8 
the existing state of affairs cannot be considered fair and neutral. 
This is important to emphasize in the study of journalism because, as Jensen 
(2011) argues, it is “an industry that claims neutrality but is fanatically devoted to the 
conventional wisdom” (Jensen, 2011). Journalists’ strong identification with not taking 
sides often leads to deference to the status quo. For example, a top Valleyville editor said 
although he sympathizes with objections to the term illegal immigrant as hurtful and 
destructive, one reason he was reluctant to stop using the term was because it would be 
seen as making a statement about immigration “and we’re trying to avoid making a 
statement.” (For more discussion on the use of this term, see chapter 5.) 
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I also emphasize the social construction of news because as an “objective” report 
on “what really happened,” the news is considered more authentic than other 
representations of “reality.” As Gitlin (1980) argues, the media “name the world’s parts, 
they certify reality as reality” (p. 2). Schudson (2003) reminds us, however, that “to say 
that journalists construct the world is not to say they conjure the world” (p. 2). Journalists 
do report on events happening in their communities, but “by selecting, highlighting, 
framing, shading, and shaping in reportage, they create an impression that real people—
readers and viewers—then take to be real and to which they respond in their lives” (p. 2). 
As a result, Molotch and Lester (1999) argue, the news reflects “not a world out there, 
but the practices of those having the power to determine the experiences of others” 
(p. 46). 
Although almost all journalists I interviewed acknowledged to various extents that 
their work can make things happen—that it can be productive—they often saw this as a 
byproduct of their efforts to reflect reality or the result of revealing the truth, not 
producing the truth. Putting a greater emphasis on the production of truth, or more 
specifically the production of some truths over others, also calls for us to pay greater 
attention to the processes through which some knowledge and truths are consistently 
chosen and produced over others and the consequences of the news decisions that 
produce them. Focusing on journalistic conventions and practices acknowledges that 
while the news isn’t “made up,” it is the result of made-up conventions and practices that 
are of journalists’ own making, and, as a result, journalists can choose to change them. 
It is even more important today to also emphasize that race is an ongoing social 
construction because of widely circulated color-blind rhetoric that we must forget about 
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or not think about race to get past it. Also, many often make the mistake of believing that 
because race is only a social construction, it doesn’t really exist. But just because it’s a 
biological fiction doesn’t mean it isn’t a social fact. As Jensen (2005) reminds us, “Race 
is a fiction we must never accept. Race is a fact we must never forget” (p. 14). Thus, the 
social construction of whiteness and news, and especially their coproduction, requires a 
thorough, critical inquiry that acknowledges the power journalists hold when they are 
constructing reality rather than merely reflecting it. As Mellinger (2003) notes, “It’s not 
just about who gets to be boss but about who gets to mediate the messages that define 
racial reality within the dominant public sphere” (p. 142). 
Bringing the fields together 
There has been much scholarship on how “race”—or more specifically for my project 
whiteness—and “news” are both social constructions, but there has been far less 
scholarship about how, taking language from Perry (2002), these two social constructions 
“intersect and inflect one another,” or even do more than that, how they “coproduce and 
implicate one another, blend and fuse together” (p. 184). So I focus on journalism 
because it is a key site where white incumbency “is constituted in everyday discourse and 
reinscribes its position on the social landscape” (Nakayama & Krizek, 1999, p. 94). 
One way to do this is to examine important characteristics the processes of 
whiteness and news share, such as how they both maintain their power by remaining such 
elusive targets. As Dyer (1997) argues about whiteness, news draws its strength and 
cover from its instabilities and inconsistencies, how it maneuvers through its 
contradictions. As Nakayama and Krizek (1999) contend, the “contradictions are an 
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important element in the construction of whiteness, as it is through these contradictions 
that whiteness is able to maneuver through and around challenges to its space” (p. 102). 
Like whiteness, news “garners its representational power through its ability to be many 
things at once” (p. 102). Both elude easy definitions through multiplicity and dynamism 
(the news is different every day, with different reasons for what is news every day), yet 
also often define themselves through negative definitions (p. 102), in the case of news by 
declaring what’s not news. 
I have also found that news shares several of the rhetorical characters of 
whiteness (Nakayama & Krizek, 1999). The rhetorical characters of both are highly 
contextual. What gets defined as news depends on the conditions and the competition, 
like the process of whiteness, where who gets defined as white often depends more on 
who is trying to be included and who is being excluded. This nonparticularity allows the 
process of whiteness to be many things at once, to be universal and particular, to be a 
source of identity and difference. It also allows the news to give audiences a sense of 
commonness and community for them to identify with and mark those who fall outside of 
that same community to give them someone to disidentify with. Thus, news and 
whiteness work in rhetorically similar ways—defining sameness by marking difference.  
It is important to note, however, that some of these rhetorical characters are built 
on the assumption that whiteness is invisible. However, many scholars have challenged 
the notion of white invisibility (Frankenberg, 2001; Gallagher, 1994), especially in 
today’s climate of identity politics and frequent charges of reverse racism. I would argue 
that although whiteness is being marked more in individual and personalized ways, the 
process of whiteness is still largely invisible in structural and institutional ways. 
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Although whites are “more conscious of themselves as white and more conscious of 
themselves as living and acting in a racialized world” (Frankenberg, 2001, p. 91), the 
practices and institutions, such as journalism, that support white incumbency are not. You 
often can find people who will say “I know I’m white” and who begrudgingly admit that 
being white comes with privileges (though still often nebulous and unidentifiable to 
them), but they rarely see, much less admit, how they continually engage or are complicit 
in practices that protect those privileges and white incumbency. While many will admit 
they are white, it’s rare that they will admit they work for a white newspaper, a white 
school system, a white university, or a white criminal justice system. 
In other words, although they will see “white,” they rarely see white work. This 
racial consciousness that overlooks the workings of racial domination reminds us that 
“the marking and unmarking of whiteness is not the only challenge that faces those of us 
striving to achieve a race cognizance that will correlate with antiracism” (Frankenberg, 
2001, p. 92). This distinction was made clear in my individual interviews with journalists. 
Although all white journalists readily acknowledged that as whites they grew up with 
different experiences and backgrounds than nonwhites, almost all were completely 
stumped by the question “What does it mean to be white?” This raises important 
questions when it comes to racial issues, particularly among white journalists who 
struggle so much to answer the question. For examples, many journalists stressed the 
importance of putting aside all your biases when making news judgments. However, if 
whites don’t see themselves as having racial interests to put aside, they are less likely to 
see how they express white racial interests when making news judgments, such as 
denying race is part of a story. This can be even more problematic considering many 
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whites see nonwhites as having racial interests that they should put aside, such as one 
white editor who in a job interview once asked: “Are you a journalist or are you a black 
journalist?” 
I have used the Valleyville language story not as an example of bad journalism 
but rather an example of typical journalism, how it perpetuates white incumbency not by 
denigrating “others” but by often characterizing them as an unreasonable drain on the 
public institutions journalism’s conventions and practices focus on so intently. There was 
nothing contained in the Valleyville story that said language diversity was a bad thing for 
the community. In fact, some could say it was an example of diverse coverage because it 
highlighted how many different languages were spoken in the area. However, the focus 
on the cost of this demographic shift on institutions such as schools, courts, and hospitals 
portrayed language diversity as a drain on already strapped institutions, and by 
implication, the taxpaying readers’ pocketbooks. All these tend to paint nonwhites as 
problems that need to be solved by well-meaning (largely white run) institutions, a 
tendency that perpetuates white incumbency. 
In this case the journalistic identifications of paying close attention to public 
institutions and their effects on audiences made focusing the story on the problems 
language diversity posed seem self-evident. In fact, no one questioned the frame during 
two news meetings and the entire editing process later that day. That such a frame could 
so unreflexively be employed—despite the journalists’ strong identifications of being 
anti-racist and supporting diversity—demonstrates the overriding journalistic 
identification with the watchdog function of the press. This example serves as a reminder 
that an evaluation of the process of whiteness also must emphasize, as Owen (2007) 
 15
argues, “the way that it can be reproduced ‘behind the backs’ of social actors” (p. 213) 
and how people participate in the maintenance of the white incumbency even when it 
goes against their stated intentions or sense of themselves as anti-racists and an advocate 
for more diversity. 
This lack of introspection on white identifications has been one of the biggest 
shortfalls of the push for diversity in journalism. So far, the U.S. mainstream press has 
increasingly embraced stories about “different cultures,” as many journalists I 
interviewed put it, be they about different cultural customs, practices, or experiences. 
However, these stories rarely directly address the historic power imbalances that continue 
to structure racial hierarchies in the United States. Instead, reporters have found success 
in writing about diversity and ethnic communities “in a nonpolitical way.” Often stories 
of difference that make it into newspapers are limited to individual stories or stories of 
cultural differences that make readers feel good or comfortable, which has led to what 
Kenny (2000) calls “a multiculturalism of inconsequence” (p. 191). In the end, the 
different stories that have been told are more like “Tell me what it’s like to be you” (or 
maybe even more like the old DuBois phrase, “Tell me what it’s like to be a problem”), 
tell me what it means to be Hmong or black or Latina/o—but don’t make me think about 
what it means to be white. 
Chapter breakdown 
In chapter 1, “Whiteness and News: It’s About What They Do, Not What They Are,” I 
place myself within the fields of critical whiteness studies and critical journalism studies 
and outline how I aim to bring them together to examine the interconnectedness and 
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interdependence of the processes of whiteness and news. In situating myself within 
critical whiteness studies, I outline why I want to emphasize not what whiteness is but 
what the process of whiteness does as a specific process of hegemony. In placing myself 
in the field of critical journalism studies, I explain why I focus on journalistic 
conventions and practices to, as I do with whiteness, see the work that journalism does, to 
see how it continually perpetuates white incumbency. 
In chapter 2, “Methodology and Contextualizing the Research Sites,” I situate 
myself among other newsroom ethnographies and detail how and why I came to choose 
the two newspapers where I did my fieldwork. I also explain my approach to critical 
ethnography and my specific methodological approach: combining participant 
observation, long semistructured interviews, and working at one of the newspapers. To 
give readers a feel for my research locations, I also provide background information on 
both newspapers and the communities that they serve. 
In chapter 3, “Journalistic and White Identifications,” I review some of the ideas 
about and approaches to the study of identity as background for why I chose to examine 
journalistic identifications and self-understandings rather than trying to capture some 
elusive, all encompassing journalistic identity. I also report findings from my 
observations and interviews about how journalists understand themselves as public 
servants and strongly identify with doggedly pursuing stories and not taking sides on the 
issues they cover. I also detail how many white journalists struggled with the question 
“What does it means to be white?” and how those struggles sometimes play out in the 
journalism they produce, such as focusing on nonwhite disadvantages rather than white 
privilege.  
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In chapter 4, “Colorblindness and Objectivity: The Names Aren’t Spoken, But the 
Ghosts Still Loom,” I provide some background on pluralism, color-blindness, and 
critical multiculturalism and then discuss how journalists talked about the push for 
diversity and whether it has affected how they do their work. In reporting the results of 
the interviews, I show that although journalists strongly identified with the need for more 
diverse coverage in newspapers, they emphasized individual and personal stories that 
avoid recognition of historical racial power imbalances. In effect, they exhibited what 
Frankenberg (2001) calls power-evasive race cognizance. I also provide some 
background on the critiques of “objectivity” and the consequences of “objective” 
journalism in the U.S. mainstream press. Although almost all journalists maintained they 
had long given up the belief they could be “truly objective” and instead focus on being 
fair, I detail how they still show a strong commitment to the conventions and practices of 
“objective” journalism in their quest to be fair. 
In chapter 5, “ ‘But That’s What We Do’: How Journalistic Identifications and 
Conventions Perpetuate White Incumbency,” I detail how, mainly through strong 
identification with the watchdog function of the press, journalistic practices perpetuate 
the status quo. I further discuss the Valleyville language story and how it portrayed 
language diversity as a problem even though that framing goes against the journalists’ 
identifications with supporting more diversity in the newsroom and society. In recounting 
Valleyville journalists’ defense of the story, they show a much stronger identification 
with their role of focusing on institutions and their impact on readers. I also discuss a 
Lakeside story where a school board member’s proposal to extend benefits to domestic 
partners focused almost exclusively on a potential conflict of interest on the part of the 
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board member. The emphasis on the potential conflict of interest—and no debate about 
whether benefits should be extended—played into reactionary rhetoric of gays and 
lesbians seeking “special privileges.” I also discuss a Lakeside series as an example of 
how stories avoid white privilege. The series detailed why deindustrialization had such 
negative effects on the city’s black residents but avoided questions of why white 
residents fared so much better.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
WHITENESS AND NEWS:  
IT’S ABOUT WHAT THEY DO, NOT WHAT THEY ARE 
 
 
This dissertation draws on well-established scholarship in both critical whiteness studies 
and critical journalism studies to show how whiteness and news are two powerful, 
interlocking social constructions. Like Frankenberg (1993), “in asserting that race and 
racial difference are socially constructed, I do not minimize their social and political 
reality, but rather insist that their reality is, precisely, social and political rather than 
inherent or static” (p. 11). Critical journalism scholars emphasize the constructed nature 
of news by insisting, as Molotch and Lester (1999) do, that the news produced by the 
media reflects “not a world out there, but the practices of those having the power to 
determine the experiences of others” (p. 46). In other words, to look at these two social 
constructions and how they work together is “to look head-on at a site of dominance” 
(Frankenberg, 1993, p. 6). 
The emphasis on the social construction of race has been the foundation of critical 
whiteness studies, with the early historical studies (Allen, 1994, 1997; Ignatiev, 1995; 
Roediger, 1991; Saxton, 2003) focusing on how various European immigrant groups, 
“whose ‘racial stock’ was suspect at home and in America, or both” (Roediger, 2006), 
became white “as a strategy to secure advancement in a competitive society” (Ignatiev, 
1995, p. 2). Particular attention was paid to the Irish, which, as Wiegman (1999) notes, 
served “as a kind of paradigmatic case for understanding whiteness as a social 
construction” (p. 123). Although not always the intent of the authors, many readers 
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interpreted these foundational historical studies and other critical whiteness projects that 
followed as an attempt to define whiteness so it could be deconstructed through anti-
racist projects. Sometimes the language used encouraged such interpretations. Although 
critical whiteness scholars assume “race is not a single, unitary concept, but rather one 
that mutates and adapts across socio-historical contexts and different life-spheres” 
(powell, 1997, p. 100), many studies ended up treating whiteness as a monolithic 
category through the use of such language as “whiteness is …,” often falling into the 
same trap scholars do with the concept of hegemony: turning it into an actor or an 
abstract totalization. 
The tendency to see hegemony in the abstract can lead scholars to focus too much 
on totality; yet the totality of hegemony is also what makes it so appealing, especially 
with its focus on how it is lived throughout society and culture, how it operates beyond 
the scope, or actions, of the state or economic elites. As Williams (1977, 1980) notes, 
hegemony is beyond ideology, and he reminds us that if hegemony were merely another 
form of imposed ideology, “or if it were only the isolable meanings and practices of the 
ruling class … which gets imposed on others, occupying merely the top of our minds, it 
would be—and one would be glad—a very much easier thing to overthrow” (1980, 
p. 39). Although this may seem depressing at first blush, as if hegemony is some big, 
elusive thing that can never be toppled, Williams points out that it also can be liberating 
because we may “recognize how many blind alleys we may now be saved from entering” 
(1977, p. 111). Although he acknowledges the “totalizing tendency of the concept,” 
Williams emphasizes that hegemony is always a process, “a realized complex of 
experiences, relationships, and activities, with specific and changing pressures and 
 21
limits” (1977, p. 112). Instead of trying to figure out what hegemony is, Williams (1980) 
calls for a focus on hegemony’s “body of practices and expectations” (p. 38) to shift our 
attention—sometimes our obsession—away from domination to the “facts of 
domination” (p. 37). 
Like hegemony, whiteness has often been seen as an abstract totalization. As 
Andersen (2003) notes, “one of the major problems in the whiteness literature is the 
reification of whiteness as a concept, as an experience, and as an identity” where 
whiteness “comes to mean just about everything associated with racial domination” 
(p. 28). In earlier iterations of this project, I often found myself falling into the trap of 
essentializing whiteness and journalism. Although not a fan of the “wave” or 
“movement” approach to describing scholarship, like Twine and Gallagher (2008) argue, 
I now seek to avoid the “the tendency towards essentializing accounts of whiteness” 
(p. 6) by focusing on what whiteness does and how it operates rather than trying to get a 
fix on what it is, to “move the discussion from definitions and labels to an accounting of 
how American culture utilizes and reconstitutes [the process of] whiteness in subtle 
material, ideological, and spatial ways” (Durington, 2009, p. 2). Like Owen (2007), I 
believe an “account of the reproduction of whiteness and the modes by which it maintains 
white supremacy is especially important to explain the persistence of racial oppression in 
the post–civil rights era” (p. 205). 
To that end, I build on Williams’ theories of hegemony to approach whiteness as 
a specific process of hegemony as a way to keep the emphasis on what whiteness does 
and to avoid falling back into essentializing accounts of whiteness. For example, Owen 
(2007) describes whiteness as “a social structure that normalizes the interests, needs and 
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values of those racialized as white” (p. 211), but my aim instead is to talk about how the 
process of whiteness “normalizes the interests, needs and values” that routinely 
perpetuate white incumbency. This is by no means meant to take white people out of the 
equation or minimize their responsibility to change the racial status quo but rather to put 
an emphasis on the process that consistently maintains unjust advantages to a particular 
group. It is not meant to deflect or deter interrogations of their actions and individual 
decisions but is rather aimed at paying close attention to how their actions and decisions 
perpetuate a process that routinely defends, reinforces, and bolsters white incumbency. 
This calls for an “evaluation of particular practices and values”—in my case journalistic 
“practices and expectations”—connected to “racialized social conditions within a 
complex of power relations and within determinate historical conditions” (Owen, 2007, 
p. 217). This evaluation of the reproduction of the process of whiteness also must 
emphasize, as Owen argues, “the way that it can be reproduced ‘behind the backs’ of 
social actors” (p. 213) and how people participate in the maintenance of white 
incumbency even when it goes against their stated intentions, sense of selves, or self-
identifications as anti-racists, as seen in the Valleyville language story discussed in the 
introduction. Thus, the critical question, as Mann (2008) notes, “is how this works, and 
why it keeps working” (p. 79). 
The struggle with invisibility 
Many scholars have argued that the main way whiteness works is by remaining invisible 
or unmarked, thereby becoming the assumed and unquestioned center of society. As Dyer 
(1997) notes, “As long as race is something only applied to non-white people, as long as 
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white people are not racially seen and named, they function as the human norm” (p. 1). 
Unlike nonwhites, whites are “just people” without racial interests. As a result, whites’ 
decisions and actions in running society’s governmental and cultural institutions are 
rarely seen as racially motivated or driven by anything other than the interests of “all” the 
people, especially in the ostensibly “colorblind” post–civil rights era. Thus, whiteness 
often works as an unmarked process “that never has to acknowledge its role as an 
organizing principle in social and cultural relations” (Lipsitz, 1998, p. 1). Many scholars 
also maintain that the elusiveness of whiteness—its resistance to being marked and 
mapped—makes it even more powerful and harder to dismantle. As Nakayama and 
Krizek (1999) argue, the process of whiteness is:  
a relatively uncharted territory that has remained invisible as it continues 
to influence the identity of those both within and without its domain. It 
affects the everyday fabric of our lives but resists, sometimes violently, 
any extensive characterization that would allow for the mapping of its 
contours. It wields power yet endures as a largely unarticulated position. 
(p. 88) 
Still, since its beginning stages as an emerging “field,” critical whiteness scholars have 
struggled with this question of invisibility. Many of the questions are interwoven into 
ongoing questions within the “field” itself—about what the field is; whether it actually is 
a field; who should practice in and/or lead the field; how should people practice in the 
field (in scholarship and/or “on the ground” activism); from whom and where should we 
learn about and study whiteness; and who started the field and when. Amid all these 
questions or predicaments is one looming question posed by Frankenberg (2001): 
Invisible to whom?  
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As hooks (1992) reminds us, nonwhites have been interrogating whiteness for 
centuries. Observing, analyzing, and challenging whiteness was necessary to survive in a 
capitalistic colonial system organized to ensure continued white domination, privilege, 
and profit. Not only has whiteness been studied for centuries in ways not normally 
recognized by the academy, it has been done in critical and scholarly ways by nonwhites 
for quite some time in the work of Frederick Douglass, Ida B. Wells, W.E.B. DuBois, 
Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, James Baldwin, and hooks, among others 
(Roediger, 1998). In other words, what’s new is that white people started doing it (Moon 
& Flores, 2000, p. 98). So it should be made clear that the quest to make whiteness 
visible—or “outing” whiteness, as Shome (2000) and Doane (2003) put it—is a project 
aimed at white people, a project to solve the problem of  “whiteness not seeing itself 
seeing” (Frankenberg, 2001, p. 81). 
However, other scholars contend that many of the efforts to make whiteness 
visible eventually recenter it. As Bonnett (1996) notes, “although whiteness is subjected 
to a barrage of unsentimental critique, it emerges from this process as an omnipresent and 
all-powerful historical force” (p. 153). For example, in discussing white abolitionists’ 
rhetoric in the publication Race Traitor, Moon and Flores (2000) note that: 
rather than representing white culture as the best of all that [has] been 
thought, said, and done, abolitionists render whiteness (and its primary 
agent, the white man) as the worst of all that has been thought, said, and 
done. In this way, Race Traitor continues the tradition of reifying 
whiteness. (p. 103) 
Either way, “whiteness, and white people, are turned into the key agents of historical 
change, the shapers of contemporary America” (Bonnett, 1996, p. 153). Many skeptics of 
invisibility also take aim at abolitionists’ call for whites to renounce their whiteness and, 
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ostensibly, their white privilege. Kincheloe and Steinberg (1998) remind us, “whites 
alone can opt out of their racial identity, can proclaim themselves nonraced. No matter 
how vociferously they may renounce their whiteness, white people do not lose the power 
associated with being white. Such a reality renders many white renunciations 
disingenuous” (p. 22). As Andersen (2003) asks: “If ‘whiteness’ disappeared, would we 
not still have racial subordination? Or if white people no longer thought of themselves as 
white, would not capitalism continue to produce a racially segregated and divided 
society?” (p. 31). The idea that you can simply leave your whiteness behind, then, 
becomes the epitome of white arrogance and does not move us toward dismantling white 
incumbency. 
There also are scholars who argue that the idea of unmarked whiteness is past its 
time in today’s era of identity politics. In fact, Bonilla-Silva (2003a) and others 
(Gallagher, 2003; Lipsitz, 1998) argue that whiteness at times has become hypervisible as 
the reactionary politics of the right make whiteness visible through discourses of 
victimization. Frankenberg, who herself argued for white invisibility in her 
groundbreaking 1993 ethnography, later became a skeptic, noting in a 2001 essay that the 
“more one scrutinizes it … the more the notion of whiteness as unmarked norm is 
revealed to be a mirage or indeed, to put it even more strongly, a white delusion” (p. 73). 
I would argue that although whiteness is being marked more in individual and 
personalized ways, the process of whiteness is still largely invisible in structural and 
institutional ways. Although whites are “more conscious of themselves as white and more 
conscious of themselves as living and acting in a racialized world” (Frankenberg, 2001, 
p. 91), the practices and institutions, such as journalism, that support white incumbency 
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are not. You often can find people who will say “I know I’m white” and who 
begrudgingly admit that being white comes with privileges (though still often nebulous 
and unidentifiable to them), but they rarely see, much less admit, how they continually 
engage or are complicit in practices that protect those privileges and white incumbency. 
While many will admit they are white, it’s rare that they will admit they work for a white 
newspaper, a white school system, a white university, or a white criminal justice system. 
So although they will see “white,” they rarely see white work.  
This racial consciousness that overlooks the workings of racial domination 
reminds us that “the marking and unmarking of whiteness is not the only challenge that 
faces those of us striving to achieve a race cognizance that will correlate with antiracism” 
(Frankenberg, 2001, p. 92). Take, for example, the news media’s long-standing goal to 
diversify U.S. newsrooms to reach racial parity with their communities and to enhance 
their ability “to cover and connect with” all segments of those communities (Zeeck & 
Currie). While the project implicitly marks whiteness by acknowledging that the nation’s 
newsrooms are “too white,” the project’s almost exclusive focus on hiring only seeks to 
change how newsrooms look and leaves intact “the discursively constructed system of 
power that undergirds structures of social, political, and economic inequality” (Mellinger, 
2003, p. 129), in this case journalistic conventions and practices that perpetuate white 
incumbency. In the end, the news industry’s diversity project is an example of what 
Frankenberg (2001) calls power-evasive race cognizance (p. 91). The news industry’s 
efforts to diversify its newsrooms and coverage—without any substantial changes to its 
conventions and practices—ends up “valorizing cultural difference but doing so in a way 
that leaves racial and cultural hierarchies intact” (Frankenberg, 1993, p. 197). To 
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Frankenberg, this power evasion is a permutation of color evasion with negative 
consequences of its own: 
Rather than complete nonacknowledgment of any kind of difference, 
power evasion involves a selective attention to difference, allowing into 
conscious scrutiny—even conscious embrace—those differences that 
make the speaker feel good but continuing to evade by means of partial 
description, euphemism, and self-contradiction those that make the 
speaker feel bad. … The outcome … frequently was a lack of attention to 
the areas of power imbalance that in fact generate hostility, social 
distance, and “bad feelings” in general. (1993, pp. 156–157) 
This kind of race consciousness coupled with power evasiveness often leads to another 
way whiteness works: avoidance. Kenny (2000) argues that whiteness is a cultural 
process that is “made and remade over time and across social conflicts” (p. 33), not only 
through those various social conflicts but by avoiding them as well. In an ethnographic 
study of a Long Island suburb, Kenny found teen-aged girls were raised in a “culture of 
whiteness and middle-classness, or what I identify as its culture of silence and avoidance” 
(p. 4). Kenny found the girls gained racial knowledge not through direct discussions 
about race but rather through “the silences, the culture of avoidance, and the moral 
minimalisms, among other things” (p. 25). In the end, they learned “to be unconsciously 
race conscious, to the point where they were learning not to talk about differences” 
(p. 191).  
In my long one-on-one interviews with 61 journalists, I did not find one strict 
“color-blind” person who insisted he or she did not “see” racial and ethnic differences. 
However, most journalists, especially white journalists, were deeply concerned about any 
essentialist depictions in their coverage or were careful not to talk about difference in a 
way that could be interpreted as essentialism. This well-meaning aversion to essentialism 
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does not come without consequences, however. It often leads journalists to avoid certain 
stories involving difference that could lead to criticism or those where they feel they are 
on unsteady ground. So while journalists were eager to show “a different part of their 
community that our readers had never seen before,” they were reluctant, if not 
recalcitrant, to take on stories that delved into inequities of power between whites and 
nonwhites or that could “race” existing institutions and their practices. As McLaren and 
Torres (1999) note, this “fear of over-generalizing … leads to the poststructuralist retreat 
from politics” (p. 51). This is yet another way journalistic practices perpetuate white 
incumbency because, as Kenny (2000) notes, “not talking about something like race, 
class, or gender doesn’t render it meaningless; on the contrary, the silences can make it 
all the more consequential and culturally effective” (p. 15).  
Why the news: critical journalism studies 
As noted before, a crucial part of this study is my contention that “the news” is a social 
construction rather than an “objective truth” because, as West (1991) argues, “whatever 
‘objective truth’ is, it is arrived at by particular social practices and human activities” 
(p. 65). Thus, any look at the social construction of news must include a thorough look at 
the assumptions, values, and judgments (and the practices and conventions that influence 
them) that are the building blocks of that construction. Just because news is rhetorical (of 
language and not “reality”) does not mean that it still isn’t a very powerful social 
construction, one that does not contain but does restrain, a construction that does not set 
firm boundaries but does strongly influence where we see and set our horizons. As 
Zelizer (2004) notes, it is important to view journalists “not only as conveyors of 
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information but as producers of culture, who impart preference statements about what is 
good and bad, moral and amoral, and appropriate and inappropriate in the world” 
(p. 102). Thus, the social construction of whiteness and news, and especially their 
coproduction, requires a thorough, critical inquiry that acknowledges the power 
journalists hold when they are constructing reality rather than merely reflecting it. 
Acknowledging the power journalists hold in constructing reality also requires an 
analysis “that looks at the structural foundations of journalistic activities and their 
concomitant effects” (Bowers, Meyers, & Babbili, 2004, p. 224). 
As Schudson (2003) points out, the media do not “implant a belief or behavior in 
individuals; instead, they establish a web of meanings, and therefore a web of 
presuppositions, in relation to which people live their lives” (p. 26). One of the ways this 
social construction of “reality” remains hidden is that it is accomplished through 
language rather than actions or events. As an exercise that is professed to tell “what really 
happened,” U.S. “objective” journalism is inherently more focused on “what happens” 
rather than the evolution of or changes in the language that is used to describe what 
happens. Treichler (1999) stresses the importance of language by reminding us that while 
it “is not a substitute for reality; it is one of the most significant ways we know reality, 
experience it, and articulate it; indeed, language plays a powerful role in producing 
experience and in certifying that experience as ‘authentic’ ” (p. 4). So, the question of 
whether there’s a reality outside language is irrelevant because, as Stuart Hall notes, 
“Nothing meaningful exists outside of discourse” (Stuart Hall: Representation and the 
Media, 1997). In other words, language is just as generative (or more so) than it is 
reflective, and its generative qualities are crucial because what it often generates is 
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meaning and authenticity. This is a particularly important point to keep in mind when it 
comes to news because as an “objective” report on “what really happened,” the news is 
considered more authentic than other representations of “reality.” As Gitlin (1980) 
argues, the media “name the world’s parts, they certify reality as reality” (p. 2). Schudson 
(2003) adds: 
To say that journalists construct the world is not to say they conjure the 
world. … But by selecting, highlighting, framing, shading, and shaping in 
reportage, they create an impression that real people—readers and 
viewers—then take to be real and to which they respond in their lives.  
(p. 2) 
It is important, then, to emphasize the news is a construction of reality rather than 
a “reflection of reality”—a phrase still used by many of the journalists I interviewed—to 
see the news, like whiteness, as a Foucauldian power/knowledge nexus (Yancy, 2004). 
Seeing the news as a power/knowledge nexus acknowledges that not only does the news 
disseminate knowledge but it is productive, “it produces reality; it produces domains of 
objects and rituals of truth” (Foucault, 1995, p. 194). Foucault’s view of power as 
productive, rather than our usual negative definitions, reminds us to look at the 
invisibility of power. Revealing the often invisible workings of power is also central to 
critical whiteness studies because, as Yancy (2004) contends, seeing how certain 
practices attempt to mask themselves is key to understanding the process of whiteness 
(p. 109). Seeing and approaching the news as more productive than reflective, then, 
makes us more open and more able to see how the media, as Gitlin puts it, “specialize in 
orchestrating everyday consciousness” (p. 2) and how the news is a key site of “the 
exercise of power over the interpretation of reality” (Gans, 1980, p. 81). Although almost 
all journalists I interviewed acknowledged to various extents that their work can make 
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things happen—can be productive—they often saw this as a byproduct of their efforts to 
reflect reality or the result of revealing the truth, not producing it. Putting a greater 
emphasis on the production of truth, or more specifically the production of some truths 
over others, also calls for us to pay greater attention to the processes through which some 
knowledge and truths are consistently chosen and produced over others and the 
consequences of the news decisions that produce them. 
Why I focus on conventions and practices 
In emphasizing the social construction of the news—and “reality”—care must be taken 
when talking about “the news.” Like whiteness and hegemony, people often fall into the 
trap of turning the news into an actor or an abstract totalization. Talking about the news 
as a subject or actor helps cover its tracks, so it is always important to remember that the 
construction isn’t doing the work but rather people who are acting in the world. The best 
way to avoid this “blind alley” is to focus on journalistic conventions and practices, on 
how “the routines of journalism … normally and regularly combine to select certain 
versions of reality over others” (Gitlin, 1980, p. 4). This would acknowledge common 
practices without implying collusion and keep a focus on the actions of journalists, not 
their intentions. Focusing on journalistic conventions and practices acknowledges that 
while the news isn’t “made up,” it is the result of made-up conventions and practices that 
are of journalists’ own making. Although journalists often talk as if the news presents 
itself (less so today than before), the news is more a result of where journalists are 
looking and listening—or, more importantly, the places they can consistently rely on to 
find “the news.” 
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News, then, is more than just what happens but, as Lippmann (1999) has argued, 
what gets recorded and where, events that “assume a certain definable shape” and/or get 
noticed in the “machinery of record” (Lippmann, 1997), such as cop shops, jail logs, 
court dockets, legislative proceedings, and council and commission agendas and 
meetings. Others, such as Cook (1998), Bennett (2003), and Entman (2003), have 
detailed the strong correlation between what is considered newsworthy and what 
journalists can consistently rely on to produce and generate news. Cook in particular 
demonstrates how public officials, politicians, and political operatives have learned to 
exploit and influence journalistic conventions and practices to show how journalists are 
intertwined with political institutions and how news and politics influence and coproduce 
each other through an ongoing and ever evolving “negotiation of newsworthiness” 
(p. 12). This interactive and interdependent process does not only influence what gets 
journalists’ attention, Cook argues, it also “pushes [political actors] toward particular 
issues, concerns, and events and away from others, to the point that news values become 
political values” (p. 140). In effect, how journalists make the news makes news itself, 
where journalistic conventions and practices don’t simply reflect what happens but 
actually play a large role in producing what happens in the first place. 
This reliance on the machinery of record, many argue, also leads to a dependence 
on and privileging of official sources. In fact, journalists are so tied to their conventions 
and practices, Ryfe (2009a) argues, that “reporters can quickly feel at sea when one of 
their key practices (like routine interactions with officials at public agencies) is 
disrupted” (p. 212). In an ethnographic study of a daily newspaper where a new editor 
asked reporters to pay less attention to public agencies on their beats, Ryfe found the 
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reporters “experienced something of an identity crisis” (p. 198). Journalistic 
identifications are so intertwined with conventions and practices that for reporters, “the 
practice of journalism is tightly bound to its purpose: they see how they gather and report 
the news as how they ought to gather and report the news” (p. 211). While the reporters 
Ryfe followed often talked of not feeling like “real” reporters when they weren’t keeping 
a close eye on government officials, reporters also found their jobs more difficult because 
“in the absence of this access, they struggled mightily to find other ways to routinely 
capture useful information” (p. 203). While the reporters talked about the close attention 
they give institutions in terms of a moral imperative, as their “watchdog” role, Ryfe 
argues that journalists “have, in a sense, made a virtue out of necessity. … After all, 
where else are they going to acquire a steady, not to mention free, stream of 
information?” (p. 207) 
This interdependence between journalists and government officials, many argue, 
also leads to journalists privileging a professional and progressive worldview. Many 
scholars (Cook, 1998; Gans, 1980; Schudson, 1978) date journalism’s investment in 
expertise and professionalism back to the Progressive Era, a time they say modern 
journalism was starting to take form. Ryfe (2006b) even argues that “modern news is 
defined by constitutive commitments of the progressive culture—science, expertise, 
reform—in which it took root” (p. 206) to the extent that many reporters “feel that their 
role as a journalist demands that they use ‘officialness’ ” in deciding how to approach 
stories (p. 205). Because journalists’ jobs bind them to the government officials they 
cover, Schudson (2003) contends “they naturally come to see and share something of 
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those officials’ viewpoints” (p. 43), such as a “conception of the world as a series of 
problems requiring expertise and elite management” (Euben, 1981, p. 112).  
Many scholars have cited the interdependence that results from journalists’ 
reliance on official sources and the “machinery of record” as the primary reason the news 
media consistently perpetuate and defend the status quo—questioning journalists’ strident 
claims of independence from government intervention and undue influence from their 
sources. Bennett (2003) argues journalists’ reliance on institutions to produce news 
dissuades them from questioning the structures (rather than the actors and leaders) of the 
institutions because those institutions are so productive and doing so would jeopardize 
the credibility of journalists who pay so much attention to them (p. 199), and Cook 
(2006) argues that because newsworkers have become so “reliant on political authority 
they cannot and do not serve as autonomous guardians” (p. 162).  
Although journalists will quickly recount how they have questioned and toppled 
prominent government leaders, Bennett (2003) argues journalists merely create a 
“posture of antagonism” (p. 200) with politicians and officials where journalists question 
people’s decisions, actions, and motives but not the institutions themselves. Even 
muckraking journalism, which often is touted as an example of “taking on the system,” 
can be seen as another example of the bias away from structure-oriented news. Schudson 
(1978) notes that muckrakers have typically focused on the hypocrisies and corruptions 
of government rather than the underlying assumptions and structures of power (p. 180). 
Watergate, the paramount example of the watchdog press in action, also has been 
critiqued as the ultimate reinforcement of institutions. For example, Bennett contends that 
serious questions about excessive executive power and “whether anyone should be 
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expected to remain pure when given the chance to wield such great power with so little 
public accountability” were left unexamined (pp. 203–204). In the end, “the System 
Works” became the prevailing storyline once the culprits—not the system—were 
exposed and deposed. 
The hegemony of individualism 
This emphasis on individual actors is not limited to the news journalists produce but also 
to how they talk about and evaluate themselves. Mainstream journalism ethics 
traditionally have had an individual focus, where the discipline is predominantly 
discussed through the examination of case studies of how individual journalists struggle 
with various ethical dilemmas they have faced. These case studies typically examine how 
journalists struggle with tough decisions, and if organizational structures or the 
profession of journalism itself come into play, it is often framed as noble journalists 
having to deal with situations where the organization or their bosses are not living up to 
the “noble” profession, as Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, and Damon (2001) often refer to 
journalism. Gardner et al. set the tone with their opening story on journalism about an 
ethical predicament faced by Ray Suarez, now a senior correspondent for PBS, who 
while working at a local TV station argued against overplaying the possible but remote 
dangers of video games. This was one of many such incidents that almost led to Suarez 
leaving the profession. Here the focus is on Suarez’s nobility and the station’s culpability 
as exceptions, not on the persistent journalistic conventions and practices that journalists 
re-enact and thus reinforce day in and day out. 
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Another way this individual focus has dominated the field is through the idea that 
there’s nobility in action and that the valued journalist is an individualist who is 
“detached, self-contained, unruffled” (Christians & Covert, 1980, p. 8). As Christians and 
Covert (1980) point out, one of the consequences of this orientation is a focus on the right 
to publish and less attention to social or ethical reasons not to publish. The result, 
Christians and Covert argue, is that “virtue lay in action, not in the refraining from action 
and not in considering consequences. Providing the news, uncensored, became their aim” 
(p. 8). This orientation led to such common ethical questions as “Under what 
circumstances can newsmen [sic] justifiably suppress information?” (Christians & 
Covert, 1980, p. 26). This penchant toward action, where a much higher (and often 
insurmountable) burden is placed on any arguments against publication, is an example of 
the many empty platitudes that have bedeviled mainstream journalism ethics.  
One foundation of these “right to know” arguments in journalism is the utility 
calculus, where the function of informing the public takes precedence. As White (1996) 
argues, its worst moments have been “those in which the major actors have avoided a 
moral discourse and have insisted on purely functionalistic, utilitarian logic for their 
actions” (p. 457). White argues professional ethics have “emphasized a kind of value-
free, positivistic objectivity” and have “cast the discourse of public media performance in 
terms of essentially amoral, functionalistic, instrumental, utilitarian terms rather than as 
cultural and moral issues” (pp. 443–444). Mainstream journalism ethics also has avoided 
questions of values through its focus on analytical philosophy and “its generally apolitical 
and ahistorical conception of philosophy” (Euben, 1981, p. 118). Euben (1981) argues 
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that analytic ethics is not neutral because it “both presupposes and makes more plausible 
a particular way of seeing the world” (p. 118).  
This detached predisposition for action, coupled with an ahistorical approach to 
ethics, often plays out in problematic ways in newsroom debates. Take, for example, the 
long running debate over whether to include race in descriptions of crime suspects. Those 
arguing for including racial and ethnic descriptions speak of an obligation to include 
information they get from police sources and that withholding the descriptions goes 
against a journalistic duty to publish what they know. Less frequently, they make a 
simple equality and, oddly enough, a type of color-blind argument—that they include 
descriptions for white as well as nonwhite suspects. But these positions preclude taking 
into account long and destructive associations between nonwhites, particularly blacks, 
and criminality in U.S. history. These approaches make it even harder to argue for 
withholding details—especially in crime stories—that would prime stereotypes about 
minorities or would play into reactionary rhetoric against marginalized groups, such as 
unauthorized immigrants.1 That many journalists (and not only white journalists) argue so 
strenuously to include racial and ethnic descriptions even though they are of little or no 
use in almost all crime stories is testimony to how the “right to publish” ethos is so 
deeply ingrained in journalistic discourse. Most descriptions are so vague that they often 
apply to thousands of people in the community and provide little helpful information to 
readers and viewers. As Woods (1999) argues, the use of racial identifiers relies on a 
common understanding of what a black, Latina/o or Asian person looks like that does not 
exist in U.S. society and, I would add, reinforces the idea that race is a fixed biological 
fact rather than a fluctuating social construction. (For example, does a Latino look like 
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Ricky Martin or Sammy Sosa?) Even though the use of these racial signifiers fails to 
satisfy many major tenets of journalism, such as precision and relevance, many 
journalists continue to fall back on “right to publish” or “withholding information” 
arguments when advocating their use. These journalistic practices and discourses 
perpetuate white incumbency because they invoke stereotypes that have “contributed to 
some of America’s most destructive acts of prejudice, from white flight in neighborhoods 
and schools to injudicious police stops of men with black, brown, red, and yellow skin” 
(Woods, 1999). 
In addition, arguments that “we have an obligation to publish what we know” or 
“our job is to publish, not censor information” are disingenuous at best. Journalists, in the 
course of their daily work, learn all kinds of information where they wouldn’t dream of 
making a “right to know” argument. The frequent use and reliance on such platitudes, 
then, are a way to avoid taking responsibility for the innumerable choices journalists 
make and to avoid interrogating the values that make the application of these platitudes 
seem silly in some cases and absolutely necessary and often irrefutable in others. As a 
result, journalists don’t see or acknowledge that their traditional ethics of reason are 
“entangled with the West’s democratic liberalism in presuming its neutrality while 
actually imposing its own logic, fueled by a colonialism of intellectual and political 
superiority” (Christians, 2004, p. 37). One of the major tenets of this Western logic is the 
strong orientation toward the individual, which is one of the several ways the process of 
whiteness is embedded not only in journalistic conventions and practices but journalism’s 
ethical thinking as well. As Bowers, Meyers, and Babbili (2004) note:  
It is important to remember that under Western ethical systems, people 
are taught to think of ethics in terms of individual responsibility, 
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individual accountability, individual culpability, and individual moral 
decision making, fueled by an emphasis on individual autonomy and 
rationality. (p. 230) 
One of the most important ways whiteness works, many scholars contend, is 
through an emphasis on individualism or, more specifically, through an often seamless 
association of whiteness and the individual. This longstanding association figures 
prominently in early historical studies, which chronicled how, in the 1800s, white became 
discursively linked to individual statuses such as “free” and “worker”—definitions 
grounded in negative images of the “other”—which served to distance immigrant and 
newly white workers from slaves and thus elevate their status in their new country 
(Doane, 2003, p. 10; Roediger, 1991, 1994). This longstanding association has 
implications to this day, with racial signifiers easily being associated with groups of 
people while individuals are often depicted as white (Hartigan Jr., 2009). Hartigan (2009) 
argues that the crucial role the categories individual and group play “in establishing what 
counts as ‘racial’ is often overlooked exactly because their operation is so extensive that 
it is not often associated with race at all” (p. 5). These associations between white and 
individual and nonwhites and groups are particularly pernicious, Hartigan argues, 
because “it is not just racial thinking that is the problem, but a worldview dominated by 
categories such as good person and nice, which adhere so easily to an individual, while 
groups are so readily stigmatized and ridiculed” (p. 15). This entrenched association 
between whites and individuals means whites are rarely seen as part of a racial group and, 
as a result, even more rarely seen as expressing racial interests. 
These associations play out in newsrooms where nonwhite journalists are often 
seen as having agendas while white journalists are assumed to have no racial interests. 
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For example, an African American editor I interviewed recalled that during an interview 
at one of the nation’s largest newspapers, a white editor asked him: “Are you a journalist 
or are you a black journalist?” (He told him it was a stupid question but still got the job.) 
Other nonwhite journalists noted that when they raise issues about stories involving their 
communities, they are often seen as having some sort of bias, while white editors who 
challenge or argue against their concerns are not seen as expressing white interests. 
Another African American editor said: 
I’ve run into this where I’ve brought up a point again dealing with the 
African American community which I said here’s something you should 
think about and somebody thinks you have an agenda because you bring 
that up. It’s like, well, no, this is a point that you all haven’t considered 
that I think you should. I mean that’s part of the editing process. But, you 
know, sometimes that happens, if you’re a person of color, you speak 
about issues at least are part of your experience, that sometimes you’re 
considered as having an agenda. 
Other nonwhite journalists have said they “check it at the door” and don’t bring up racial 
issues or hope that their white colleagues will do it—fearing that they will be seen a 
being angry or having an agenda (Woods, 2002).  
This association with nonwhites and groups—and the inability to see whites as 
part of a racial group—also can play out in journalists’ story assignments. Pritchard and 
Stonbely (2007) found that nonwhite reporters at a metropolitan daily newspaper were 
routinely assigned stories and beats about minority issues while white reporters mostly 
covered powerful institutions such as government and business. While both white and 
nonwhite journalists at the paper said such assignments were meant to provide better 
coverage of minority issues and were actually preferred by most nonwhite reporters, 
Pritchard and Stonbely argue the practice “threatens to legitimize racial profiling” 
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(p. 232). The assignments were based on the well-meaning assumption that nonwhite 
reporters would be better at writing about historically marginalized groups, but, as 
Pritchard and Stonbely note, “racial experience was explicitly valued only in the case of 
minority journalists. … None of the journalists we interviewed mentioned the idea that 
being white might be useful in covering the overwhelmingly white worlds of government 
and business” (p. 243). In the end, having nonwhite journalists write mostly about less-
powerful segments of society while white journalists cover powerful institutions is 
another way journalistic conventions and practices perpetuate white incumbency, 
especially since experience covering powerful institutions and/or businesses is often 
considered as a prerequisite for promotion into the editing and management ranks of most 
newsrooms. As Pritchard and Stonbely note: 
Practices that channel journalists of color into covering minority issues 
while white journalists cover the centers of power in modern American 
society reinforce white privilege and marginalize journalists who were 
intended to be the beneficiaries of diversity initiatives. In other words, 
story assignments based on race may be as much about white dominance 
as they are about journalists of color and quality coverage of minority 
communities. (pp. 232–233) 
The associations with white and individual and nonwhites and groups and how they play 
out in journalistic discourse show the importance of looking for practices that perpetuate 
white incumbency “in the history, organization, language, and ways of seeing or not 
seeing in a racially divided society … in behavior and routine organizational practices, 
not attitudes” (Wellman, 2007, p. 63). Building on Ryfe’s (2009a) insights on the 
association between journalistic practice and identity, I aim to pay close attention to how 
journalists talk about stories and journalism, which is often about how they see 
themselves, and how those discussions affect journalistic conventions and practices. 
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The problems of professionalism 
Just as journalistic routines have led to a focus on what happens in government rather 
than questioning institutions themselves, the predominance of analytic ethics in 
journalism has led to a reliance “on the moral excellence of ethical protocols” (Bowers, et 
al., 2004, p. 231) that rarely interrogate professional values, much less the idea and 
implications of professionalism itself. In contrast to Gardner et al. (2001), who see 
shortcomings in journalism stemming from the lack of professionalism, Euben (1981), 
White (1996), and others such as Carey (1978) stress that professionalism in journalism 
“was not driven by lust for equality but what we have come to call a lust for 
meritocracy,” where status and prestige, not knowledge or ethics or rectitude, turn out to 
be the key to professionalism (pp. 849–850). Avoiding the interrogation of professional 
values not only takes for granted the “noble” status of the profession itself, it also puts the 
focus back on the professionalism (or lack thereof) of individual journalists. This is seen 
frequently in Gardner et al. with their frequent references to “the noble aspirations of 
individual workers” (p. 129), the “noble purposes or mission that workers entered the 
field to pursue” (p. 131), “the calling, the mission, the sense of moral identity” (p. 163), 
or the idea that the calling is “in your blood” (p. 190). 
The problem, thus, becomes not professionalism but the failure of individuals or 
greedy organizations to live up to professional ideals. This is common again in Gardner 
et al. (2001) where there are frequent references to how the “insatiable quest for profits” 
(p. 138) has led to the “gap between noble purposes and today’s practices” (p. 170). All 
this implies journalism just needs to go back to its “Golden Age,” a term Gardner et al. 
frequently use. Although they use the term Golden Age in quotes, their consistent 
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reference to it leads one to think the authors actually do believe there once was a Golden 
Age of journalism. This uncomplicated view of professionalism also puts the focus back 
on individuals in another way brought up by Gardner et al., who note that journalists 
often search for the right place to work where the profession is at its noble best. This 
again shifts the focus and the blame onto bosses and owners who aren’t living up to 
professional ideals and away from the organizational values and cultures of the 
profession itself.  
One of the biggest consequences of this uncomplicated view of professionalism is 
that it fails to hold the profession accountable for its accommodation to and complicity 
with the rampant inequality of the status quo. This lack of accountability is one of the key 
factors in many scholars’ critiques of professionalism. As Carey (1978) notes, “the 
professions as a set of social practices have become thoroughly anti-intellectual and anti-
ethical” where there is little reward “for systematically re-examining the intellectual basis 
of professional practice” (p. 850). Another problem of professionalism, Christians and 
Nordenstreng (2004) note, is that professionals are “seen to be guided by self-censorship 
rather than self-criticism” (p. 17). This is a particular problem for the profession of 
journalism, which has resisted standard avenues of professional accountability (bar 
committees, medical boards) on First Amendment grounds. Scholars such as Tuchman 
(1972), Schudson (1978), and Gans (1980) have outlined how journalistic routines and 
practices surrounding the quest for “objectivity” are all about self-censorship and 
avoiding criticism. This “anticipatory avoidance,” as Gans calls it, is used not only to 
avoid criticism of news judgments from sources and audiences but also to routinely avoid 
controversies, disputes, and values clashes within newsrooms themselves. These practices 
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in particular reinforce the status quo because oppositional, not normative, ideas and 
stories stir the most controversy in newsrooms and generate phone calls from angry 
readers and viewers. 
This past focus on whether individual journalists were properly following 
professional practices rather than on professionalism and conventions and practices 
themselves is one of the many ways mainstream ethics have failed to address 
organizational problems and issues within journalism. This was the case from the very 
beginning, as Christians (2000) argues, because the “rise of ethical discourse (at the turn 
of the 20th century) … redirected this hostility from movements for structural change 
(limits on newspaper ownership, for instance, or public ownership of ‘natural monopoly’ 
media such as telegraph lines) toward individual behavior” (p. 21). As a result of this 
emphasis, mainstream journalism ethics have traditionally explored the ethical quandaries 
around conflicts of interest, freebies, and junkets but not on such things as the news 
media’s systemic reliance on subsidized news.2 Mainstream ethics have spent much time 
(and ink) dwelling on whether free dinners compromise journalists but have paid little 
attention to the implications of the reliance on the vast amounts of information provided 
to journalists by private and governmental public relations machines and even less 
attention to how those with social, political, and cultural capital (the incumbents, if you 
will) are able to get so much more press attention about their interests than those with 
little or no such capital. As Euben (1981) notes, “the proximity of the professions to 
political power is itself a political and ethical issue” (p. 120).  
This has important consequences for the study of journalism’s complicity in the 
perpetuation of white incumbency because “the explicit rejection of structural analysis is 
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accompanied by the implicit acceptance of the existent structure of society and of how 
that structure is appropriately studied” (Euben, 1981, p. 118). As Christians, Fackler, and 
Ferré (1993) argue, the “deep structures of power that define and solidify” organizations 
are typically ignored (p. 13). One way to counter this is to see organizations not as some 
distant entity but as extensions of ourselves, as cultures we help produce, to recognize all 
journalists’ everyday complicity in the workings of these institutions. Christians et al. 
argue that “theories that locate ethics outside the corporation exaggerate the differences 
between individuals and institutions” (p. 130) and, I would argue, make it easier for 
individual journalists to not see their complicity in reinforcing institutional cultures. A 
focus on institutional culture is key, for as Christians et al. note, “organizations are 
cultures in the sense that their members engage in producing a shared organizational 
reality. Through organizational symbolism—myths, awards, stories, rites, policy 
statements, logos, legends, architecture—an institution’s practice is made 
‘intersubjectively meaningful’ ” (p. 131). Attention to a newsroom’s rites, stories, and 
legends is critical because, as Christians et al. note, a “rich notion of accountability will 
resonate in an organization’s consciousness only through its discourse” (p. 132). Keeping 
in mind this shared production of organizational reality, journalists should be more 
careful about the way they talk about their jobs and the news and avoid empty platitudes 
(such as “our job is to publish, not censor information”) that are often meant to avoid, not 
engage, discussions about journalistic priorities and values.  
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Bringing together the study of whiteness and news 
The best approach to foster this “rich notion of accountability” is the radical historicist 
approach of West (1991), who calls on us to always declare our interests, to be deeply 
historical, and to look at the functions of ethical principles, not the principles themselves. 
West’s radical historicist approach stresses the role and function principles (such as “the 
right to know”) play in various cultures and societies (p. 2). Radical historicism also calls 
for a rigorous scrutiny not of what certain principles (“objectivity,” fairness, reflecting 
reality) say but what they do. As West notes, 
The point is not to lift oneself out of the flux of history—an impossible 
task—but rather to immerse oneself more deeply into history by 
consciously identifying with—and digesting critically the values of—a 
particular community or tradition. (p. 3) 
West’s emphasis on the role and function of principles goes along with my call to look at 
what whiteness does instead of trying to nail down what whiteness is. It also fits with my 
contention that questions of ethics and politics are inseparable. Like Euben (1981), I 
reject narrow conceptions of ethics where “ethics and politics are radically independent 
disciplines and practices” (p. 119). As Euben notes, “anyone concerned with ethics is 
thereby committed to perfecting his or her political society in terms of its constitutive 
principles and bringing those principles as close as possible to the ideal moral purpose of 
collective life” (p. 120). So if ethics is about our commitment to perfecting political 
society, it is important that we declare our interests rather than trying to hide behind 
analytical, procedural, “value-free” ethical approaches.  
One way to do this would be to look at journalistic practices and conventions as 
“our” rules instead of “the” rules. Looking at them as “the” rules lifts them out of the flux 
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of history. Emphasizing “our” rules puts news conventions and practices back into the 
flux of history and reminds us to explore how whiteness and news hide from their 
“historicity and particularity,” which as Yancy (2004) maintains, is how whiteness and, I 
would add, news are represented as “universal” (p. 108). Thinking of them as “our” rules 
also would emphasize journalists’ ongoing complicity in journalistic norms—and their 
consequences—because journalists aren’t forced to hold themselves as accountable for 
the results of their work when “there is always the procedure that can absorb the moral 
responsibility” (Bowers, et al., 2004, p. 232). Continuing to think of conventions and 
practices as “the” rules keeps them impersonal, disconnected, and less obligated to 
others, for as Bowers et al. (2004) note, “once the ethics guiding a profession become 
faceless, individuals no longer feel obligated to take personal responsibility for the stories 
they produce” (p. 232). Thinking of them as “our” rules also would ground them in the 
present and remind journalists that these rules aren’t timeless and are subject to change. 
Emphasizing “historicity and particularity” has been a key tenet of critical 
whiteness studies, which has interrogated the universal and transcending claims of 
whiteness by examining and exposing how current power relations are not objective, 
neutral, or natural but the result of specific historical power struggles. It is much like 
Foucault’s projects (1972, 1988b, 1995) of looking at how things are made to see how 
they can be unmade, to examine “how games of truth can put themselves in place and be 
linked to relationships of power” (1988a, p. 16). Despite its name, these “games of truth” 
are serious business. 
When I say “game” I mean an ensemble of rules for the production of the 
truth. It is not a game in the sense of imitating or entertaining … it is an 
ensemble of procedures which lead to a certain result, which can be 
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considered in function of its principles and its rules of procedures, as valid 
or not, as winner or loser. (p. 16) 
Foucault’s approach here is ideal for examining news conventions and practices (his 
“ensemble of rules”) to expose their “production of truth” and how journalism’s “games 
of truth” routinely perpetuate white incumbency. That this is done primarily, if not 
exclusively, on the unconscious level makes it even more important to interrogate 
conventions and practices because the “autopilot” of journalism often leads to the 
unwitting employment of problematic frames and narratives, such as the Valleyville 
language story discussed in the introduction. Interrogating the interconnectedness and 
interdependence of whiteness and the news and how this connection works through 
journalistic conventions and practices could provide a significant step toward interrupting 
“the embedded, surreptitious process through which the media continually recreate 
racialized identities, position people of color on the margins, and reinforce the privileges 
of whiteness” (Mellinger, 2003, p. 129). 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
METHODOLOGY, CONTEXTUALIZING THE RESEARCH SITES 
 
 
Although I had worked at newspapers for almost 20 years, I approached my fieldwork 
with some trepidation for several reasons. For one, even though I was familiar with the 
conventions and practices of daily newspaper journalism, I wasn’t sure how much news 
routines and decision making at larger papers would differ from my experience at small 
daily newspapers. I also was unsure how I would be received by journalists, who in my 
experience are often wary of scholars in general but are particularly skeptical of scholarly 
work about their profession, especially work by those who “don’t know what it takes to 
get a paper out every day” because they had never worked in a newsroom. (I was among 
those skeptics for several years.) In addition, I was unsure of how my new outlook 
toward journalism would affect how I conducted myself and my ethnography as well as 
its effects on how I would be perceived and received by journalists at the two 
newspapers. Although I had become increasingly critical of the profession in my later 
years of work as a full-time journalist, I was often struggling for better and more precise 
language to voice my vague yet growing discomfort with the profession and the common 
language used to defend itself against criticism. After five years of study as a critical 
journalism and critical cultural scholar, I was returning to newsrooms with new eyes and 
new language, giving me more confidence in my critiques of journalism.  
So as I entered my fieldwork I was worried about letting my opinions slip out or 
challenging journalists too much in the one-on-one interviews. Even though I eschew the 
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idea of a “neutral” observer in fieldwork, I was concerned that challenging journalists too 
directly might be off-putting or alienating to some. Also, knowing how gossipy the 
profession can be (a few people referred to journalists as “natural gossips”), I was 
apprehensive about word getting around that I was being too contrary and, as a result, 
journalists would avoid me and/or not be as forthcoming in the one-on-one interviews. 
However, once I got back in the newsroom I quickly found myself holding back, far too 
easily slipping into the “neutral observer” role that I had come to criticize. This 
confliction came to a head one morning in Valleyville when the language story discussed 
in the introduction first broke. I quickly jumped on the story, closely monitoring 
discussions between a reporter and editor for the first time. This also was my first direct 
interaction with that editor (other than attending news meetings together), who, after his 
first meeting with the reporter to discuss the story, asked why I was doing research at the 
Register and about the purpose of my project. After answering the question, he asked 
what I thought of their approach to the languages story and whether I had any 
suggestions. It’s a question I had been asked by many sources while I was a reporter, but 
it still caught me off guard. After pausing for a moment, my answer was the same as 
before: I will keep my opinions to myself and just observe. 
How could I, as a critical scholar, replay a role I had come to believe was not only 
impossible but disingenuous? Observers, especially journalists, are always players in the 
games they watch, especially when you consider how much the players (politicians, 
officials, other sources) adjust their strategies and actions to get the attention of and 
favorable coverage from the observers (Bennett, 2003; Cook, 1998). Ultimately, I fell 
back on the same explanation (or excuse) many journalists employ: that I remain quiet or 
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“neutral” in pursuit of the “greater good” of informing people about what’s going on. My 
goal was to observe journalism in action and see how journalism and news decisions 
were talked about and, as a result, how they were made. I felt that to interject myself into 
the newsmaking process, especially at the beginning of my fieldwork at a site, would 
interfere with that goal. (Although I did end up working at the Lakeside Ledger and, as a 
result, became part of the newsmaking process, it was after I had finished my planned 
six-week observation and after most of the one-on-one interviews were completed.) 
However, there was one major difference between my motivations as a critical 
ethnographer and those when I was working as a journalist: I wasn’t returning to 
newsrooms to remain quiet, report my observations, and then “let the chips fall where 
they may” but as part of a project aimed at investigating and exposing how journalistic 
conventions and practices consistently reinforce the status quo, particularly white 
incumbency. Many journalists and traditional ethnographers may argue I was drawing 
conclusions before I started my study, but as Brodkey (1987) notes, in critical 
ethnographic projects, the presumption is “that hegemonic practices occur in all 
institutions where power is unequally distributed” (p. 68). I would argue there isn’t much 
question that power is unequally distributed in institutions, including journalism and its 
newsrooms. The question is how and what are the consequences of that unequal 
distribution. As Brodkey notes, to presume hegemony is at work is to be guided by theory 
and previous research, and, in my case, previous experience as a journalist, and “to 
identify, describe, and analyze its particular forms in a particular setting is well within the 
tradition of scholarship” (p. 68). So my project to identify, describe, and analyze 
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hegemony at work in journalism is “at once a story of cultural hegemony and an 
argument for social change” (Brodkey, 1987, p. 69). 
Other newsroom ethnographies 
The most comprehensive and influential newsroom ethnographies have been Gans’ 
Deciding What’s News (1980) and Tuchman’s Making News: A Study in the Construction 
of Reality (1978). As sociologists, Gans and Tuchman entered their fieldwork with little 
or no background on the workings of newsrooms, and much of their work, especially 
Tuchman’s, was aimed at explaining the mechanics of journalistic conventions and 
practices such as how stories are selected and how sources are chosen. Both skillfully 
showed how these conventions and practices have ideological implications but in 
different ways, using different language with different emphases. 
Gans spent 10 years studying the newsrooms of the “CBS Evening News,” “NBC 
Nightly News,” Newsweek, and Time by observing how journalists worked, talking to 
them about story selections, sitting in on editorial meetings, going with reporters on 
stories, and joining informal discussions in and out of the office. Although Gans’ 
emphasis was on story selection, he also paid close attention to how news was produced 
because “how journalists choose the news cannot be fully understood without considering 
how they report and write, or film, their stories” (p. 73). Through his study, Gans 
provided readers with insight into the values and unwritten rules of a profession that sees 
itself as “objective” and nonideological. 
Over a period of several years, Tuchman studied a metropolitan TV news station, 
a daily newspaper, and the New York City Hall pressroom by watching the assignment of 
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tasks, sitting in on editorial discussions, going along with reporters covering stories, and 
following stories through to completion. She also interviewed 10 reporters in New York 
City who were reporting or had reported on the women’s movement, as well as talking 
with leaders of the New York feminist movement. Tuchman’s extended time in the field 
allowed her to study the most basic arrangements of newswork, such as how newsrooms 
consistently place reporters in certain places to find enough events to fill a newspaper or 
a news broadcast. She argues this routinization of news work creates a news net that 
identifies some sources and institutions as credible and reliable sources of information. 
These reporting methods, she argues, create a “web of facticity” that maintains the 
credibility of the news and “legitimates the status quo” (p. 13). 
Another newsroom ethnography that relates more specifically to my project is 
Heider’s White News (2000). A former television reporter and news director, Heider 
spent about six weeks each in TV newsrooms in Honolulu and Albuquerque to study why 
local news programs rarely cover nonwhites—and marginalize them when they do. At the 
two stations, Heider sat in on editorial meetings, observed newsroom interactions, went 
out on stories with reporters and photographers, and shared meals with news workers and 
managers. In addition to his observations, Heider conducted a number of in-depth 
interviews with newsroom workers at all levels. He also interviewed a number of 
nonwhite community leaders—state lawmakers, mayors, business owners, tribal officials, 
and grassroots organizers—to hear their critiques of local news coverage (pp. 2–3). Like 
Gans and Tuchman, Heider also showed how conventions and practices such as relying 
heavily on (usually white) official sources influence news choices and, in his case, how 
they consistently ignore or neglect nonwhites. With the big emphasis on official events 
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and sources, Heider argues the news consistently “excludes a world of issues outside a 
reporter’s consciousness” (p. 52). 
Later newsroom ethnographies have often been more focused on specific areas, 
such as alternative news (Eliasoph, 1997), letters to the editor (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2002, 
2007), or the move to digital news (Boczkowski, 2004). A new, interesting, and very 
promising study that seems quite similar to mine is Ryfe’s ethnography (2009a, 2009b) of 
a large urban daily newspaper as its journalists were struggling with a new editor’s push 
to change how they covered institutions on their beats. Ryfe spent two or three days a 
week in the newsroom over eighteen months, attending news meetings, observing 
discussions between reporters and editors, and conducting formal interviews with every 
reporter and editor working on the city desk. He also worked as a faculty intern a couple 
days a week for three months. 
How my project differs from others 
As noted before, much work has been done on how U.S. journalistic conventions and 
practices influence the news (Bennett, 2003; Breed, 1955; Cook, 1998; Gans, 1980; 
Gitlin, 1980; Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, & Roberts, 1978; Hallin, 1994; Mindich, 
1998; Reeves & Campbell, 1994; Ryfe, 2009a; Schudson, 1978, 2003; Tuchman, 1972, 
1978), but I believe the absence of direct interrogations of journalistic identifications and 
self-understandings and journalists’ investments in their conventions and practices is one 
of the key ways “sociological theories of news organization have not explained how 
organizational practices and routines transfer across organizations or reproduce 
themselves over time” (Ryfe, 2006a, p. 136). Past ethnographies have set out to explain 
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news conventions and practices and how they construct news and reality. In addition, I’m 
interested in how journalistic conventions and practices specifically bolster or are 
bolstered by journalistic identifications and self-understandings and how much they 
protect those same conventions as well as where there might be possibilities for 
challenges to those conventions and practices. In other words, it is not only important to 
study the structures of journalism (conventions and practices) but the cultural factors 
(journalistic identifications, color-blind discourses, professionalism, Enlightenment 
ideals) that maintain allegiances to those structures even as they are routinely criticized 
from all directions and their usefulness and viability are questioned as the business 
models for mainstream media continue to collapse. 
I not only want to interrogate how journalistic conventions and practices are 
produced and defended by various identifications but also how those conventions and 
practices produce and reinforce those identifications because, as Gilroy (1996) notes, 
“identity can emerge from the very operations it is assumed to precede and facilitate” 
(p. 229). This is particularly important when it comes to journalism because, as Ryfe 
(2009a) notes, “the identity of a journalist is tightly bound to its practice” (p. 205). For 
example, in his ethnography of a newsroom where a new editor tried to get his reporters 
to “attend less closely to the public agencies on their beats,” Ryfe found that “reporters 
can quickly feel at sea when one of their key practices (like routine interactions with 
officials at public agencies) is disrupted” (2009a, p. 212). This tie between practice and 
identity is so strong, Ryfe found, that “a change in practice may implicate a change in 
identity” (2009a, p. 205). 
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So, I seek not so much to show the inner workings of newsrooms but instead, 
through extended one-on-one interviews alongside sustained newsroom observations, to 
explore how journalistic identifications and self-understandings are intertwined with 
conventions and practices and how this entanglement between identifications and practice 
can shape and steer coverage of certain stories, particularly those people and 
communities routinely overlooked or marginalized by mainstream news coverage. I am 
especially interested in how this entanglement can often lead to the framing and 
production of news stories that go against many journalists’ visions of what kind of 
people and journalists they are and the kind of journalism they aspire to produce. The 
exploration of the interconnections—and contradictions—between identifications and 
practice can, I believe, go a long way toward exposing and explaining what Zelizer 
(2008) calls the “dissonance between the journalism we imagine and the journalism we 
have.” 
I also depart from other works in critical journalism studies that have focused 
more on what journalists think of others and how that affects the journalism they produce 
(Gans, 1980; Gitlin, 1980; Hall, et al., 1978; Heider, 2000; Tuchman, 1978). Instead, I 
examine how journalists see themselves (as neutral, fair, and above politics) affects the 
stories they do tell (or more importantly don’t tell), as well as the ways those 
identifications keep them from seeing their news choices as the employment of their 
racial, class, sexual or gender interests, among others. 
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My methodology 
In exploring the relationship between white and journalistic identifications and self-
understandings, as well as the interaction between journalistic identifications and 
practice, the central questions of my dissertation are: (1) What are the parallels between 
white and journalistic identifications and self-understandings? (2) How do journalistic 
conventions and practices, especially those tied to the quest for “objectivity,” conceal the 
expression and/or employment of white racial interests and the maintenance of white 
incumbency? (3) How do the expressions of white and journalistic identifications and 
self-understandings through everyday newsroom conversations (as opposed to the often 
lofty rhetoric of the profession) account for, deal with, or avoid challenges to established 
journalistic conventions and practices? (4) How can the answers to the first three research 
questions not so much capture what whiteness is but instead demonstrate both how 
whiteness works in journalism and the work it does? 
To do this, I am taking a critical ethnography approach that, as Madison (2005) 
argues, “takes us beneath surface appearances, disrupts the status quo, and unsettles both 
neutrality and taken-for-granted assumptions by bringing to light underlying and obscure 
operations of power and control” (p. 5). This approach, I believe, is perfect for a critical 
study of journalism, a profession that has neutrality as a guiding principle, that often 
denies or at least glosses over its taken-for-granted assumptions, and that obscures or 
denies its operations of power, especially its allegiance to or defense of the status quo. In 
using critical ethnography, I aim to employ critical theories such as critical race theory to 
“articulate and identify hidden forces and ambiguities that operate beneath appearances” 
and “to demystify the ubiquity and magnitude of power” (Madison, 2005, p. 13). In doing 
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so, Madison argues, theory is used as “an interpretive and analytical method” (p. 12), or, 
put another way, ethnography becomes “critical theory in action” (p. 13). 
That does not mean, however, that theory becomes synonymous with method. As 
Madison (2005) notes: 
Although theory may fund the guiding principles of our doing, there is a 
necessary and distinct attention that must be given to the guidelines, 
techniques, and processes of that doing itself—our method. Theory, when 
used as a mode of interpretation, is a method, yet it can be distinguished 
from method (and indeed take a back seat to method) when a set of 
concrete actions grounded by a specific scene are required to complete a 
task. (p. 14) 
Theory, then, can guide us in making decisions on whether and how to observe (such as 
being a distant, detached observer or a participatory one); in drafting interview questions 
and deciding how closely to stick to them; and in interpreting or analyzing texts, such as 
news stories. Theory guides the method, but method is still distinct, and “it is a 
methodological process that directs and completes the task” (Madison, 2005, p. 15). 
When first contemplating my methodological process, I considered just 
conducting in-depth interviews with journalists in specified newsrooms and cities. 
However, I decided to include the added dimension of on-site participation/observation 
because it is imperative when studying conventions and practices to, as Smith (2001) 
argues, “experience relationships and events firsthand, listen for voices, hesitations and 
silences, unpack and interpret meaning and account for the effects of historical context” 
(p. 225).  As Smith notes in her essay on ethnographies of workplaces: 
Sustained involvement and observation have been especially productive 
because the defining features of professional work—unpredictability, 
variety, the formal absence of routinization of tasks and activities—
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necessitate that researchers be available to observe the unexpected, to 
opportunistically focus on events and interactions as they arise. (p. 223) 
An on-site study where I observe ongoing conversations regarding news decisions, what 
journalism is, and where it should be headed also helps in my quest to look for the 
disjunctures between the often lofty rhetoric of journalism and its everyday workings, to 
be more successful in “uncovering the disjuncture between rhetoric and experience” (V. 
Smith, 2001, p. 224). 
At the two newspaper sites, this involved sitting in on news meetings, where 
priorities are set by deciding what makes page one and other section fronts, and listening 
to discussions between assigning editors and reporters, where story ideas are initially 
knocked around and ideas about what is “news” are indirectly reinforced and where 
possible alternatives are embraced, ignored, or dismissed. One particular thing I looked 
for was how institutional structures—journalistic practices and conventions—prevent 
journalists from seeing themselves seeing. How do routinized ways of looking (relying 
on official sources, news beats, etc.) keep journalists from interrogating how they see 
their communities and the consequences of their news decisions? I also hoped to sit in on 
possible strategy meetings where journalists may be discussing possible changes in news 
coverage and priorities or the reallocation of resources and news hole, among many other 
issues on the table at newspapers today. However, I was only able to do this at the 
Lakeside Ledger, where two task forces were formed after the Ledger’s first of several 
rounds of buyouts. One task force focused on finding production efficiencies, which led 
to my temporary job at the Ledger for five months. The other, the “content” task force, 
explored options, both in print and online, for developing new and better ways of 
delivering the news to readers. When I was there, discussions mainly focused on ways to 
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beef up the paper’s Web site, mainly through extending the paper’s strengths in print to 
its Web site. In addition to attending meetings, I was able to keep up with the task forces’ 
work in on-line discussions through their e-mail groups. 
Another way I tried to get under these issues was by paying close attention to the 
workings of journalism when it’s at its most routine by listening in on various 
conversations about different stories, sitting around—and working at—the copy and city 
desks to hear how the merits and shortcomings of various stories are discussed, and just 
trying to stay plugged in to assorted newsroom gossip, where many ideas about 
journalism are often unthinkingly batted around. This kind of “lurking about” was 
another way to “translate and demystify professional work, to give what seem to be 
chaotic, challenging, uncertain work settings a sense of order, of familiarity and 
repetition” (V. Smith, 2001, p. 223). 
At each newspaper I was in this observation stage exclusively for about three 
weeks. However, I did have some short interviews early on with the top editors at each 
paper to gain some background information about the newspapers and the communities, 
and I would ask the occasional follow-up question after a news meeting or other 
gathering I observed. I continued the observations throughout the rest of my stay in the 
newsrooms when I wasn’t conducting the one-on-one interviews, as well as during my 
five months working on the copy and design desks in Lakeside. 
Individual interviews 
The major component of my ethnographic study was one-on-one semistructured digitally 
recorded interviews with journalists at the two newspapers. Following Heider’s study, I 
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also interviewed various people in nonwhite communities. How did they perceive the 
newspapers’ coverage of their communities? In what ways and what areas do the 
newspapers cover their communities well and how do they do it poorly? In their 
experience, how have news conventions and practices interfered with or skewed news 
coverage of their communities? I conducted these interviews not only to attain some 
critiques of local news coverage but to try to see local coverage of nonwhite communities 
“through the eyes of the people who have traditionally been left on the outside, looking 
in” (Heider, 2000, p. 104).  
I designed the interviews to be as free flowing and open as possible. For these 
types of interviews, most researchers on whiteness (Best, 2003; Fine, Weis, Powell Pruitt, 
& Burns, 2004; Frankenberg, 1993, 2004; Gallagher, 2000; Mayer, 2005), as well as 
other ethnographers, have advocated the use of open narrative interviews and the telling 
of stories as opposed to surveys and questionnaires. They suggest using broad, open 
questions in the beginning and then narrowing in on specific points raised in 
conversations. I started with a list of questions aimed at learning as much as I could about 
their identifications with and investments in their journalistic and racial and ethnic 
identifications as a way to gauge the degree to which these identifications implicate and 
interact with one another. I also had a range of questions aimed at getting their ideas and 
views about issues facing journalism and the newspaper industry such as the “objectivity” 
question, the bias debates, and the push for more diversity. Questions regarding these 
issues were framed to parallel questions about their identifications and self-
understandings to see which ideas about “objectivity,” bias, and diversity they identify 
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with the most or least, or have the most/least investment in. (See Appendix A for the list 
of questions asked.) 
Although there was a general order to the questions being asked, the order often 
would change. Some questions I wouldn’t ask because they had already been answered. 
However, even if some had been answered, I would sometimes ask the question a slightly 
different way to get at another aspect of the issue. In this way I used what Madison 
(2005) calls an “active thinking and sympathetic listening” approach to the interviews. 
She adds: 
Although it is conventionally understood that the ethnographer is the 
interviewer and the participant is the interviewee, in critical ethnography 
the rigid back-and-forth replay of question-answer-question is replaced by 
a more fluid and reciprocal dynamic, in which the interviewee and 
interviewer become “conversational partners.” (p. 32) 
This “fluid and reciprocal dynamic” resolved another concern I had before I started my 
interviews. Following journalistic practice, I had planned to be an “objective” interviewer 
where I kept my opinions to myself but worried that it would not let me get journalists to 
really interrogate issues such as their journalistic identifications, conventions, and 
practices, and especially their racial and ethnic identifications. This was an especially 
pressing question given my contention that journalistic routines are often aimed at 
avoiding these very interrogations by placing blame and accountability on the routines 
themselves. However, given the give and take of the interviews, I found that, for the most 
part, journalists were quite open to questions that directly engaged some of their 
contentions—and evasions. 
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Why newspapers? 
I have chosen newspapers as my research sites for a number of reasons, primarily 
because as a journalist who worked at daily newspapers for almost 20 years, I am well 
acquainted with the conventions and practices that I wanted to study. Because of this 
familiarity, I believed I would be less likely to make improper assumptions about events, 
decisions, or conversations I encountered during my fieldwork. And despite shrinking 
newsrooms and constant predictions of their imminent demise, newspapers remain an 
important site because they are so influential on other media and were even more so 
when I started my field research in the fall of 2007. Although they don’t rely on them as 
much as in the past, local television newscasts still often take their cues from the morning 
papers. Even after all the layoffs and buyouts at newspapers over the past few years, 
newspapers still have substantially more newsworkers than local TV stations, which also 
have been cutting news staffs. And even though Web sites are now providing more 
original content, most news sites are still dominated with collections of stories from 
newspapers and occasional network or cable TV outlets. Also, the most talked-about Web 
factor today—blogs—are often filled with reactions to newspaper stories.1 So, despite 
their declining circulations and increasingly unsteady business models, newspapers are 
still a key site in the ongoing social construction of reality.  
Finally, because newspapers are facing such tenuous times, I saw opportunities to 
witness how journalists were talking about the challenges they were facing and how that 
may or may not have them rethinking their conventions and practices. It is often during 
these possible “ruptures” that there are greater possibilities for voices and alternatives 
challenging traditional journalistic conventions and practices as well as dominant ideas 
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about what it means to be a journalist. As Sacks and Lindholm (2002) note, “unlike the 
self-conscious and purposeful identity formation found among marginalized groups, 
identity around privilege only becomes salient when challenges are made to the ‘natural 
order of things.’ Thus, like ethnic identity, privileged identity emerges in the face of 
challenge” (p. 141). Will these pressures open possibilities for more challenges to 
privileged white and journalistic identifications and self-understandings, or, instead, lead 
to more defenses of them? How would the pressures impact the entanglement of white 
and journalistic identifications as well as the interconnections between journalistic 
identifications and practice? 
For my two research sites, I sought out two newspapers with contrasting racial 
and ethnic demographics in their primary market areas. Building on Perry’s ethnographic 
study (2002) of California high school students, I wanted to examine the possible impact 
the “proximities” of interracial and interethnic associations—rather than interracial and 
interethnic association alone—have on the newspapers’ handling of race and ethnicity. 
Perry found that students at an urban high school were much more aware that they spoke 
“white” than students at a suburban school because of their close interactions with 
nonwhites (p. 147) and the closer the association to racial and ethnic others, the more 
complex the students’ white identities became (p. 150). Would the same hold true for 
journalists? What impact would journalistic identifications have on this? How do these 
different racial and ethnic contexts impact the identifications and self-understandings of 
journalists, especially white journalists, and, more importantly, how much does it 
influence the newspapers’ coverage? 
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Interrogating white and journalistic identifications in these two very different 
settings goes with a recent trend in research on white racial identity that focuses on 
whiteness as a situated identity, “not as an identity of uniform privilege” but as a complex 
identity “whose meaning is imparted by the particular context in which white actors are 
located” (McDermott & Samson, 2005, p. 249). As McDermott and Samson (2005) note, 
“the context in which whites are enmeshed influences their perceptions and experiences 
of being white” (p. 255). Thus, I aimed to study the extent to which these two different 
contexts influence journalistic identifications, conventions, and practices and the social 
construction of reality through “news.” 
I also purposely sought two newspapers that were solid and well respected but not 
exceptional. One of mine, and others, ongoing complaints about a lot of past journalism 
research, especially ethnographic research, is that the studies have often focused on the 
big, national newspapers or national network broadcasts and those are taken as examples 
of how journalism in general is practiced (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2010). So we often learn 
much about the New York Times, the Washington Post, Newsweek, Time, or the “CBS 
Evening News,” which I think can offer a rather skewed view of journalism because 
these are major news operations with incredible resources. What I am more interested in 
is the everyday newswork of a very routine profession. The Valley Register and Lakeside 
Ledger, being good, solid newspapers, avoid this exceptionalism problem. 
My disclosure to informants 
In seeking permission from newspapers, I wanted to disclose as much about my project 
as possible but was wary of scaring newsroom managers off (and not getting agreement 
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to do one-on-one interviews with other journalists later). When you tell people you are 
studying race, many, especially reactionary whites, shut down because they assume you 
aim to expose them as racists. While there are some people you’ll never be able to get to 
talk about race, there are many who are interested yet afraid, willing yet suspect, 
intrigued yet leery. Those are especially the types of people I wanted to interview—those 
who know or feel they need to engage these issues but are afraid they don’t have the right 
language to discuss it. Yet they do speak “race” all the time, and a key feature of my 
project is to expose when and how journalists speak “race” when they think they aren’t. 
So these possible informants were important to include in my research. 
I considered giving the newspapers as broad a subject as possible (race and the 
news, for example), but that seemed too minimalistic. I settled on the more specific 
description of “the effects of more diverse newsrooms and efforts for more diverse 
coverage on everyday news reports, and how the changing newspaper climate is affecting 
and being affected by diversity issues.” I considered this more descriptive of my project, 
providing more information to my informants and also providing language that would be 
of particular interest to managers I needed to get approval from to do my fieldwork. I 
promised my informants I would not identify anyone by name. However, I also warned 
them that I planned to provide my readers with general explanatory information such as 
job titles and amount of experience in the profession. Because of this, I made it explicit 
that I couldn’t guarantee complete anonymity, especially in such an insider and gossipy 
business as journalism. All this was repeated at the beginning of every extended one-on-
one interview as well as spelled out in consent forms (see Appendix C) that were signed 
by all those interviewed. 
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Getting permission to study the two newspapers 
Getting permission to spend six weeks at two daily newspapers was no easy task. One 
problem was my timing. I started seeking permission in May 2007, a time when many 
newspapers were starting to announce layoffs and other staff reconfigurations. Although 
not nearly as substantial as later job reductions that hit the industry—and the two papers I 
eventually studied—in 2008 and 2009, these were the first round of job cuts to hit the 
industry after years of relatively stable newsroom staffing. Some of the announced job 
cuts were simply shocking, such as the San Francisco Chronicle’s plan to cut 100 jobs, 
or 25% of its newsroom. (Eventually, 2,400 jobs newspaper jobs were lost in 2007, 
according to an American Society of News Editors’ survey, and U.S. daily newspapers 
lost 13,500 newsroom jobs from 2007 to 2010.).2 Also, after years of simply 
accommodating the Web by posting printed stories online, newspapers were starting to 
integrate their online and print operations. So, combined with the impending job cuts, 
many newsrooms were restructuring their newsrooms, making them reluctant and 
eventually unwilling to take on the distraction of having a newsroom observer around for 
an extended period of time. 
I began requesting permission from newspapers in late May 2007 through e-mails 
and mailed letters (see Appendix B) that included my résumé and stressed that my 
extensive newspaper experience would keep me from “making all kinds of improper 
assumptions about how journalists do their jobs” and let me conduct my research as 
unobtrusively as possible. In all, four Midwestern dailies and three California dailies 
denied my requests. Four papers quickly turned down my request via e-mail while three 
others finally declined after some e-mail exchanges and/or brief phone conversations. 
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Citing “dramatic change” and being “stretched to the limit,” newsroom managers said 
they simply could not have “extra distractions in the room.”3 Although many others have 
assumed an irony of journalists not wanting to be surveilled as they routinely do others, I 
took managers at their word that they were more concerned about distractions during 
tumultuous times. Finally, in August I received permission to do my fieldwork at the 
Valley Register and the Lakeside Ledger.  
The two sites: a study in contrasts 
I clearly succeeded in my quest to find two very different research sites. Valleyville is a 
relatively integrated (by U.S. standards) multiracial California city while Lakeside is a 
highly segregated, predominantly biracial (black-white) industrial city in the Midwest. 
However, there are some similarities: both cities are “minority majority” (nonwhites 
outnumber whites), both are in the top 10 cities in terms of concentrated poverty,4 and 
both are struggling with problems in their financially strapped city school systems, which 
are highly concentrated with nonwhite students (both have about 13% white students) 
after middle-class families have fled to outlying, wealthier school districts or enrolled 
their children in private schools. 
Valleyville is in a rapidly growing and demographically changing area, with the 
population of its county increasing more than 70% between 1980 and 2007.5 Almost all 
of this population growth has come from nonwhites; the non-Hispanic white population 
rose only 2% during that 27-year span. Non-Hispanic whites were about 35% of Valley 
County’s population in 2007 compared with a little more than 60% in the 1980 Census. 
In contrast, the Hispanic population has increased 180% between 1980 and 2007, mainly 
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from an influx of immigrants from Mexico who came to work in California’s massive 
agricultural industry. An even more dramatic change has occurred in the Asian 
population, which has increased about 420% in that time frame, mostly from a large 
influx of Hmong refugees. Valleyville is one of many areas in the United States where 
Hmong refugees have relocated in various waves of settlement since 1975, with the two 
biggest waves occurring 1985–1989 and 1990–1994.6 (The other major settlement area is 
the Midwest, predominately in the Twin Cities area of Minnesota.) 
The large influx of low-wage workers and refugees has brought on several 
changes within Valleyville itself. Like most U.S. cities, as the newer residents have 
moved in, existing residents have moved outward, leaving many older neighborhoods in 
the center of the city mired in concentrated poverty. Although the city is highly 
segregated by income, it is fairly integrated racially and ethnically, except for 
Valleyville’s black population (consistently about 8% over the years), which is largely, 
but not solely, concentrated in one area of the city adjacent to downtown. By far 
Valleyville’s major industry is agriculture and its associated industries, such as food 
processing plants. Government and education also are major sources of employment, as 
well as health care and, of course, a sizable retail industry to serve the greater 
metropolitan area. 
Major issues facing the Valleyville area are growth and the major demographic 
and economic changes brought on by immigration. Immigration is an ongoing issue but 
was especially dominant during my fieldwork, which was shortly after the nationwide 
mobilizations and rallies over immigration reform and immigrant rights in 2006 and 
2007. The dramatic changes brought by growth and immigration have sparked 
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considerable backlash in the traditionally conservative agricultural area. Not only are 
there active anti-immigration movements in the area, but many nonactivists worry about 
the impacts of immigration on area institutions such as police, courts, and health care, 
and especially the schools. Like most California cities, Valleyville’s schools are 
becoming more and more diverse: almost 30% of the district’s students are English 
learners, with more than 70 languages spoken by the students or their families. However, 
unlike the virulent and often blatantly racist rhetoric espoused by anti-immigration 
activists, much of the consternation is expressed by nonactivists through “colorblind” 
discourses. Although not entirely separate from immigration issues, growth also is a 
major site of contention, with many residents worried about how it’s changing not only 
the character of the city but traditional rural areas as growth steadily encroaches there. 
The growing population has significantly increased demand for already scarce water 
resources, which also creates much controversy as the area tries to satisfy that thirst while 
still providing much-needed water for the area’s huge agricultural industry. 
Lakeside, on the other hand, has seen a slow, steady decline in its population 
between 1980 and 2007. The city’s population dropped about 8% in that time span while 
Lake County’s population fell about 3% between the 1980 and 2000 censuses before 
slightly rising again between 2000 and 2007. Like many Midwest cities, whites have fled 
to outlying areas; Lakeside’s non-Hispanic white population declined almost 50% 
between 1980 and 2007. Whites made up about 70% of Lakeside’s population in 1980 
but only 40% in 2007. As white flight set in, the black population rose about 60% in the 
city and more than 50% in Lake County. Blacks now make up about 40% of the city’s 
population compared with just a little more than 20% in 1980. Another major change to 
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the makeup of the city has been a significant increase in the Hispanic population—more 
than 200% for both Lakeside and Lake County. Hispanics made up only 4% of the city’s 
population in 1980 but 15% in 2007. The influx is even more apparent in the city’s 
school system, where more than 20% of the students are Latinas/os. While the Asian 
population rose more than 400% in both the city and county between 1980 and 2007, 
Asians make up only about 3% of the population. 
Like most Midwest cities, Lakeside is highly segregated, consistently ranked 
among the top five segregated cities in the nation. In the 2000 Census, Lakeside had a 
dissimilarity index of more than 70, meaning more than 70% of non-Hispanic whites 
would have to move to another neighborhood for whites and blacks to be evenly 
distributed across all neighborhoods. By contrast, the dissimilarity index for lower-ranked 
cities in the 2000 Census—Phoenix, Portland, Ore., and Riverside, Calif.—was about 45 
while the index for medium-ranked cities such as Los Angeles and Pittsburgh was about 
65. (The dissimilarity index for Hispanics in Valleyville was about 50 in the 2000 
Census, a number that puts it in the middle range of U.S. cities.) Housing for Hispanics 
also is highly segregated, with most of Lakeside’s Hispanic population concentrated in 
another section of the city. While I was doing my fieldwork, the Ledger staff’s housing 
patterns coincided with the area’s high segregation, with only seven members of the 
newsroom’s staff of more than 200 journalists living in Census tracts that were not 
categorized as either “white dominant” or “white high dominant.” 7 
Blacks predominantly live in an area adjacent to a long line of factories in 
Lakeside’s manufacturing area, which has been severely affected over the past 30 years 
by deindustrialization. In the 1980s, Lakeside lost more than two out of every three 
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factory jobs it had in 1970. Despite pronounced deindustrialization, however, 
manufacturing by far remains the main economic force in the Lakeside metropolitan area. 
Like many Midwest cities, blacks from the South flocked to Lakeside as part of the Great 
Migration in search of steady work in the city’s robust manufacturing economy. Of all 
the Rust Belt cities struck by deindustrialization, Lakeside’s black population was among 
the hardest hit. Unlike other Rust Belt cities where blacks moved north in the early part 
of the 20th century, Lakeside’s “Late Migration” meant blacks didn’t have decades of 
steady work to establish large-scale home ownership or expand into other sectors of the 
economy before deindustrialization set in. As a result, Lakeside went from having one of 
the lowest rates of black poverty in the 1970s to one of the highest in the 21st century. 
The long-lasting effects of deindustrialization—unemployment, poverty, crime, 
family breakdowns, economic stagnation, white flight—dominate the news in Lakeside. 
One of the central places this all comes together is in the city’s troubled school system. 
The district has been financially devastated by the widespread loss of factories that fueled 
its tax base. Middle-class families (mostly white) have moved to outlying cities and 
counties, eroding the tax base even further. Many families that have remained in the city 
have pushed for various school choice and/or voucher plans, which has been an ongoing 
debate for several years.  
The Valley Register 
The Valley Register is a well-respected large California daily that is part of one of the 
country’s largest newspaper chains. While there are several local television stations with 
nightly newscasts (in English and Spanish), it is by far the leading news provider for the 
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area. As a result, the Register’s coverage significantly influences the public agenda and 
how the community sees itself. Other news media include some radio stations with 
mostly talk radio programs and little, if any, news; a weekly paper serving the black 
community; and a bilingual weekly publication, also owned by the Register’s parent 
company, that serves the Latina/o community. The Register takes its watchdog role very 
seriously and has traditionally invested a lot of time and resources into special projects, 
which often have prodded local leaders to prioritize and tackle issues such as air quality. 
The Register also merged its online operation into the newsroom long before others, with 
the head of online operations considered a top newsroom manager when I was doing my 
fieldwork there. (That position no longer exists after subsequent layoffs and buyouts.) 
When I was doing my fieldwork in Valleyville in the fall of 2007, there were 
about 150 people working in the Register’s newsroom. However, falling circulation 
(about 13% over the next two years), the slumping economy, the move of advertising to 
other media, and its parent company’s credit crunch have forced the Register to 
significantly reduce its newsroom staff—almost by half in two years. By the summer of 
2009, the staff size had fallen to about 80 through a combination of buyouts and layoffs. 
Over the years the Register has worked to diversify its newsroom and has received some 
recognition for its efforts, especially for its sports department. When I was doing my 
fieldwork there, about 30% of the newsroom was nonwhite, a rather high figure for 
newspapers but still far short of the 60% needed to be at parity with Valley County’s 
population. After two years of cutbacks, a little more than 20% of the Register’s 
newsroom was nonwhite. However, despite its relatively overall good showing on 
diversity by newspaper industry standards, all but about four of the Register’s 28 
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managers were white in the fall of 2007, and most of them were in lower-level 
management positions. All but one of those four have since left the paper as a result of 
the cutbacks. In addition, its two Hmong reporters have left the newspaper as well as its 
immigration and diverse communities reporter, most of the nonwhites on its sports staff, 
and a white reporter who was frequently noted for writing stories about often-overlooked 
communities and people. 
The Lakeside Ledger 
The Lakeside Ledger is a Pulitzer Prize-winning metropolitan daily newspaper owned by 
a publicly held corporation. Like Valleyville, there are several local radio and television 
stations with daily newscasts, but the Ledger and its Web site are by far the predominant 
news source for the region. As a result, what the Ledger covers and to what degree has 
significant impact on the area. (The Ledger also is consistently among the top newspapers 
in the nation in terms of penetration, with almost 50% of area adults reading the paper on 
an average Sunday.) Other print media include several black newspapers; a bilingual 
newspaper aimed at the Latina/o community; and a large alternative weekly newspaper. 
The Ledger’s parent company also produced a monthly publication aimed at the Latina/o 
community, but that was sold in the summer of 2009. A weekly newspaper aimed at 
Lakeside’s young adults, also produced by the Ledger’s parent company, was shut down 
in 2008 because of declining advertising revenues. 
Like the Register, the Ledger takes its role of monitoring public officials and 
institutions very seriously, and it also has invested a lot of time and resources into special 
projects that have often put their subjects atop the public agenda. Because the area has 
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several professional teams, sports also was a major focus for the newspaper—especially 
if a team was doing well—as well as the source of much banter at the male-dominated 
news meetings. Another shift in coverage that was beginning when I started my fieldwork 
there in the fall of 2007 was the formation of a “watchdog” investigative reporting team. 
Unlike the Register, the Ledger’s online operations were separate from the newsroom. 
Although there were a few “breaking news” updates and staff-written blogs posted on the 
Web site, when I first came to Lakeside most of the Web content was simply the posting 
of stories that ran in the daily newspaper. However, that fall newsroom managers 
assembled a task force to look at ways to integrate the Web site and news operations. As 
a result, far more updates were posted on the Web site throughout the day (the Register 
had already been doing this). Also, the next spring, a “news hub” was formed in the 
newsroom where a metro editor, photo editor, and online producer sat together to better 
react to breaking news. However, as of the fall of 2010, the news and online operations 
were still two separate entities, with the online editor reporting to the head of the 
interactive division, not the newspaper’s editor. 
When I started my fieldwork at the Ledger in the fall of 2007, there were about 
230 people in the newsroom, which fell to about 210 after its first round of buyouts in 
late 2007. Although not part of a large chain like the Register, over the next two years the 
Ledger also faced falling circulation (about 10%) and a significant loss of advertising 
revenue because of the recession and the move of advertising to other media. As a result, 
as of late 2010, the Ledger had offered its employees three more rounds of buyouts, as 
well as negotiating a pay cut with its news guild and laying off more than 30 newsroom 
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workers in the summer of 2009. By the summer of 2009, newsroom staffing at the Ledger 
was about half of what it was when I started my fieldwork there.  
Like the Register, the Ledger has moved to diversify its workforce over the years. 
It was one of the earliest metropolitan dailies to start hiring black reporters, even before 
the civil unrest of the 1960s, when many newspapers began hiring black reporters to help 
cover the uprisings, and later under pressure after the release of the Kerner Commission 
report (Newkirk, 2000). Its minority staffing and hiring has waxed and waned over the 
years, mostly coinciding with changes in editors and/or times when the paper was adding 
staff. Before the first round of layoffs, about 20% of the Ledger’s newsroom staff was 
nonwhite, far below the 60% need to be at parity with Lakeside or even the 40% needed 
for Lake County, but still above average among large U.S. newsrooms. 
Unlike the Register, there were many nonwhites among the Ledger’s top 
management. In fact, it was almost the opposite situation of the Register, where all the 
top editors were white but there were several nonwhite reporters (before the buyouts and 
layoffs). At the Ledger, while nonwhites held several top newsroom positions (and whose 
numbers increased through promotions after the buyouts and layoffs), there were fewer 
than 10 black reporters and columnists before the buyouts and only one black columnist 
and one black reporter afterward. Also, there were only three Latina/o reporters and no 
Asian reporters after the buyouts and layoffs. 
Observing at the two sites 
Although I expected to be quite familiar with the workings of a daily newspaper 
newsroom, getting plugged into what was happening in the two newsrooms was more 
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challenging than I expected. The first and most striking difference from my past 
experience was the size of the newsrooms themselves. All of the five daily newspapers I 
worked for were of 25,000 circulation or less, so their newsrooms were relatively small. 
The newsrooms in Valleyville and Lakeside, in contrast, were as big as or larger than the 
entire buildings of the newspapers where I had worked. At my previous jobs, it was 
pretty easy to stay on top of what was happening, especially if you were seated near the 
city desk where reporters and editors discussed the pros and cons of and approaches to 
various stories. Also, because I worked on the copy and design desk in my later years in 
newsrooms, I was usually pretty involved in the next day’s paper either by putting 
together page one and/or supervising the news desk at night. At Valleyville and Lakeside, 
however, I was coming in as an outsider intruding on their space. After being rejected by 
several newsrooms worried about distractions, as well as hating disruptions myself when 
I was working, I also was wary of being too intrusive. When I arrived, both newsrooms 
were very receptive and each gave me a desk to use in the newsroom. However, the desks 
were, understandably, at the outer edges of the large newsrooms, leaving me far outside 
the center hub of activity that I was used to in my past newsroom experiences.  
The daily news meetings (three a day at each newspaper as well as weekly news 
meetings on weekend coverage) were a good place to start getting a sense of the 
newspapers’ approach to news. Both papers had morning news meetings where they 
previewed possible stories for the next day’s paper and discussed which ones to pursue or 
keep an eye on and to what degree. Both also reviewed that morning’s paper, discussing 
its successes and shortcomings, although Valleyville did this to a much larger extent than 
Lakeside. Both had afternoon meetings where more formal news budgets were presented 
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by the various section editors and a tentative lineup for page one was discussed and 
decided upon. At Valleyville, a later news meeting was held to finalize the page one 
lineup and look at and discuss possible designs for page one. At Lakeside, that later 
meeting focused on the budget for the local section and how to manage its two editions: 
the main edition and another aimed at some of Lakeside’s suburbs. The Ledger’s final 
page one lineup was decided through various discussions among the top editors at their 
desks or in their offices. 
At these news meetings, various stories, their relative news value, and approaches 
to them were discussed, but not to the extent that I had expected. There were much more 
extensive discussions at the Valleyville news meetings, where not only top editors but 
other journalists would discuss and sometimes debate different stories. At Lakeside, on 
the other hand, there were far fewer discussions, and they were usually limited to the top 
editors. However, that doesn’t mean there weren’t discussions and debates; rather, they 
just tended to happen among editors outside the scheduled meetings. I quickly felt I was 
missing the more routine discussions between editors and reporters (and between 
different levels of editors), especially outside of meetings when I was sitting at the desks 
on the outer rims of the newsrooms. I tried to overcome this in various ways without 
becoming too intrusive. At Valleyville, I asked and got permission to sit at open desks 
where the four assistant metro editors sat together, hoping to catch more conversations 
between editors and reporters. Although I was able to catch many conversations between 
reporters and editors, among the assistant metro editors, and between those editors and 
other top editors, I didn’t observe as much as I had hoped because editors would often 
stop and talk to reporters at their desks while walking around the newsroom for other 
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reasons. Because I felt it would be awkward and too intrusive, I didn’t tag along with 
editors except on a few select stories. I also considered and discussed doing the same 
thing in Lakeside, but it wasn’t as feasible because the various metro editors there were 
spread out over a much larger area. 
On the job in Lakeside 
Another opportunity to hear newsroom discussions about journalism came with the 
formation of two task forces in Lakeside. An “efficiencies” task force was formed right 
after the first round of layoffs to look for ways to best adapt to a smaller staff and look 
for greater efficiencies in putting out the paper, particularly on the copy and design desks, 
which lost a number of workers in the first buyout. It was from these discussions that the 
Ledger decided to hire someone who could work on both the design and copy desks, 
which had always been separate jobs there. Having done that exact job for a number of 
years, I asked top editors about doing the job while they searched for a permanent hire, 
seeing it as an opportunity to help them out while immersing myself more in the 
newsroom. After taking a copy editing test, they hired me to work full time for about two 
months. Making the permanent hire took longer than expected, and even once the hire 
was made, they kept extending my stay for another week or so. A couple of months 
eventually turned into about five months on the job. 
While working at the Ledger, I was able to observe many more discussions 
between editors, especially in designing the local section when the fate of various stories 
were debated after the final newshole figures came in that night. When working on the 
copy desk, I was able to work with both reporters and editors on stories in the business 
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and local news sections. It gave me the opportunity not only to observe but also to 
participate in many more news meetings. I had completed most of my individual 
interviews with Lakeside journalists before I started working there, but there were still a 
few interviews with top editors to be completed. Having stories and conversations to refer 
to helped me get more specific with editors in those later interviews, which occurred in 
my last weeks at work in Lakeside in the spring of 2008. While this immersion in the 
Ledger newsroom didn’t give me a lot of specific examples to discuss in later chapters, it 
did make me feel much more comfortable with and confident about the interpretations 
and conclusions I was making about journalism, especially since my previous 
professional experience had been at small daily newspapers. 
Interviewing at the two sites 
Going into my fieldwork, I was expecting my newsroom observations to be much more 
fruitful than the one-on-one interviews. However, once I spent time at the two 
newspapers, I realized it would be the opposite for a couple of reasons. One was I had 
forgotten how uneventful the day-to-day workings of a newsroom can be. As I started 
studying critical journalism studies in graduate school, I would often look back and 
remember lots of examples from my time in the profession and thought I would see 
several in my planned six weeks at each paper. Of course, what I had recalled was a 
compilation of examples from almost 20 years on the job. My memory had turned 
newsrooms into something like an unrealistic TV police show in which they handle big 
and unusual cases all the time. Even though newspaper work is often touted as having 
“something different every day,” the “something different” can look amazingly consistent 
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and familiar over time. So I ended up with far fewer stories or events about what I was 
studying than expected.  
Another reason was the interviews were far more productive than I had 
envisioned. As I started my field work, I wasn’t sure how journalists would receive me 
and my project. Would journalists who use various interviewing strategies themselves be 
wary of my questions and the possible motives behind them? How forthcoming could I 
expect journalists, who are so used to concealing their opinions, to be? Although I 
thought journalists might be cagey about the questions I asked, they were, with few 
exceptions, quite forthcoming. Most were eager to talk about how they got into 
journalism, what makes a good journalist, how they saw the profession, and their visions 
for—and anxieties about—its future. Many seemed to enjoy the opportunity to talk about 
their jobs and articulate their views about the profession in ways they had never done 
before. 
The interviews also were productive because they were so dialogic; we truly did 
become “conversational partners.” Many times either one of us would say “What you 
said/asked made me think about …” or “I had never thought of it until you said/asked …” 
Many would often apologize for “going off on so many tangents” or for “being all over 
the place,” but I would tell them not to worry, that the questions were designed to be that 
way, that their tangents meant that it was working. Some conversations also helped me 
refine or add questions for later interviews. For example, one reporter told me about how 
he had expressed interest in moving into management several times during his annual 
performance reviews but for some reason his bosses “didn’t see him” as management 
material. This led me to add the question: “What’s your picture of a good journalist?” 
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The question ended up being an important addition to my interviews. It not only gave 
people a chance to speak to the embodiment of a good journalist, what he or she would 
look like, but the enactment of one as well because people often talked about what a good 
journalist does.  
The give and take and many tangents led to another surprise in the field—just 
how much time it took to conduct the interviews. I originally thought they would be 
about 45 minutes to an hour long. However, most of the interviews lasted about an hour 
and a half to two hours, with some totaling more than three hours over several sessions. 
In Valleyville, more of the interviews took place in one session, especially in the 
beginning. But as I learned the interviews were more time consuming than expected and 
some editors complained that I was taking up too much of their staff’s time, I started 
breaking up the interviews into two or more sessions. When I got to Lakeside, I started 
doing this right away. However, because the work was spread out over a much larger 
staff, people at the Ledger didn’t seem concerned about how much time the interviews 
took. 
This also could have had something to do with where I conducted the interviews. 
At the Valley Register, for those who didn’t have their own offices, I did most of the 
interviews in a glass office in a high-traffic area that was also right next to the conference 
room where the news meetings were held. This, I think, made many people self-
conscious about how much time the interviews were taking, especially as their editors or 
managers passed by. They were still very willing to participate but seemed much more 
conscious of the time it was taking. As a result, the Valleyville interviews tended to be 
shorter. In Lakeside, many more people that I interviewed had their own offices, and 
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when they didn’t, I conducted interviews in two rooms in out-of-the-way areas of the 
newsroom. As a result, combined with breaking up the interviews, Lakeside participants 
seemed much less conscious of the time it was taking and were more likely to expand on 
points, tell longer stories, and go off on more tangents.  
I interviewed a wide a range of journalists as possible, both in terms of roles 
(reporters, photographers, editors, designers, managers), experience, gender, and race and 
ethnicity. Particular attention was paid to reporters and assigning editors, who are the 
front-line gatekeepers in the newsrooms. Following standard journalistic practice, I 
started with interviewing lower-level workers (reporters, designers, copy editors) and 
worked my way up to top newsroom managers. In all, I interviewed 61 journalists: 34 in 
Valleyville and 27 in Lakeside. Of those, 34 were white and 27 nonwhite, 33 male and 28 
female. For the dissertation I chose to transcribe 35 of those interviews: 17 in Lakeside 
and 15 in Valleyville (plus interview notes for two others who didn’t want to be 
recorded). In all, I transcribed almost 70 hours of digitally recorded interviews, which 
produced more than 900 single-spaced pages of transcripts. 
Writing the story of journalism 
As I noted before, I am writing the story of journalism, not the stories of the journalists I 
encountered or the newspapers I studied. Because of this, I have purposely decided 
against a common practice among ethnographers: creating pseudonyms for participants in 
the study. The main reason for my decision is that I don’t want to personalize or 
individualize my project, which is one of my major critiques of journalism. Creating 
pseudonyms also could make it easier for readers to dismiss certain participants and what 
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they say if readers see them as problematic or “unrealistic.” When I do quote someone, I 
do so because it says something about whiteness and/or journalism, not the person being 
quoted. Also, when quoting journalists, I will at times give some descriptors when it is 
important, such as “a top editor in Lakeside” or “a Latina reporter in Valleyville.” 
However, sometimes journalists told me things that would be sensitive among their 
colleagues, such as the reporter who felt his bosses “didn’t see him” as management 
material. To protect their anonymity, I will at times be vague about a person’s location, 
gender, race or ethnicity, and/or job title. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
JOURNALISTIC AND WHITE IDENTIFICATIONS 
 
 
I think most people get into this business because they think, they 
think they can be a change agent, but somewhat agnostic in that 
regard, in I would say they don’t necessarily have an agenda for 
change, but they just know that there are things that need to get 
done in the world, and that the world needs to progress, and that 
newspapers by providing the information, allow that to happen, or 
facilitate more than allow it, they facilitate that happening. 
— LONGTIME LAKESIDE EDITOR 
The contradictions in the epigraph go to the heart of the often conflicting identifications 
journalists express when talking about what it means to be a journalist. They strongly 
identify with not taking sides, with providing “a neutral, fair, accurate account” of the 
events and issues they cover, but they also identify with the idea that being a journalist is 
not just another job, that they can make a difference in their communities. They identify 
with being a “change agent” but doing so agnostically (read: neutrally) by merely 
facilitating, not participating in, change through their work. Most journalists reconcile 
these contradictions through the belief—some would say delusion—that they can be a 
neutral conduit for change by reflecting rather than constructing reality; although their 
reporting may sometimes make things happen, it is because they have made things known 
and the change is a byproduct of revealing, not producing (selective) truths. As a 
Lakeside editor noted, “a journalist is there to help shine a light on things that aren’t 
working well … so that the citizens, the general public, can demand change.” This idea of 
providing information and letting the chips fall where they may was common among 
 86
journalists I interviewed in my fieldwork and those I worked with over the years. It is 
how they believe, in effect, that they can have it both ways. This notion, however, is 
predicated on the belief that information itself is neutral. It overlooks how journalists are 
deeply implicated in the social construction of reality through which “wrongs” they see 
and choose to focus on and which “rights” they take as a given and, as a result, leave 
unquestioned. For example, as discussed later in the chapter, many white journalists 
talked about the importance of recognizing the discrimination and disadvantages 
nonwhites have and continue to deal with, but only in rare instances did they address the 
privileges whites benefit from. This has led to journalists’ traditional focus on the 
undeserved disadvantages that nonwhites face, not the unearned privileges whites enjoy. 
These contradictory ideas of what it means to be a journalist—a sense of journalistic 
identity—among journalists extend to the concept of identity among scholars.  
Struggling with identity 
Over the past few decades, much attention has been paid to the concept of identity as, in 
response to the “epistemic violence” of white Western colonialism and hegemony, people 
of color started more visibly (they had always done it) staking out their own identities—
staking out how they have, do, and will see themselves in the face of cultural domination. 
As Hall (1996b) notes, “identities are about questions of using the resources of history, 
language, and culture in the process of becoming rather than being; not ‘who we are’ or 
‘where we came from’ so much as what we might become, how we have been 
represented and how that bears on how we might represent ourselves” (p. 4). So, one of 
the most central ways they fought back was by staking out and promoting their own 
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identities by telling and writing their stories. This was recognizing, as Taylor (1994) 
notes, the “fundamentally dialogical character” of human life, where “we become full 
human agents, capable of understanding ourselves, and hence defining our identity, 
through our acquisition of rich human languages of expression” (p. 32). 
The focus on identities, however, comes with its own problems, contradictions, 
and complications. One of the key questions to emerge from identity studies is how we 
can study the commonalities among humans, “a shared humanity,” without denying 
difference, as well as how we study, explore, and, most importantly, represent difference 
and still avoid essentializing or falling into the trap of replaying hegemony. The push for 
creating new identities, new centers, comes from a rejection of the great Eurocentric 
white male center. Women and nonwhites, feeling the assumed “universal” center did not 
represent them (and even implied they did not exist), started creating their own centers to 
“open up a space” for themselves (B. Smith, 1985, p. 4). Then, for some people within 
these groups, these new centers didn’t represent them, so some called for creating newer 
centers and even narrower categories. For example, Smith (1985) calls for more voices to 
give black women and black lesbians a space to find and define their own truth rather 
than rely on others’ (white women’s or black men’s) experiences or observations as the 
basis for their identities. But, as they soon found out, there is often more difference 
within groups than between groups. Soon, many people were contesting these new 
centers, saying they did not fit in and were sometimes as destructive and exclusionary as 
the white Eurocentric universal male category. As a result, identity projects such as 
decolonization that were “born of violent struggle, consciousness-raising, and the 
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reconstruction of identities” (West, 1993, p. 207) often fell into an essentialism of their 
own. 
In light of critiques of essentialism, there was a move away from a “strong” 
identity to more “weak” or partial, fragmented identities with an emphasis that they are 
never total, always in motion, always changing. Scholars also have stressed how 
identities are strategic, political, positional—not essential—projects aimed at contesting 
the status quo and hegemony. But even with the qualifications of strategic, positional, or 
political identities, there are still critiques of the concept of identity, with some scholars 
saying we just ask too much of identity, that it has become a catch-all concept for too 
many things. As Côté (2006) notes, “the net result of the previous tendencies to use the 
identity concept in overextended, limited, or exclusive ways is that it has become quite 
fuzzy for many people” (p. 7). Others argue that it has simply been overplayed, like 
hegemony, where Reeves and Campbell (1994) argue that because hegemony “has been 
used to explain almost everything, it has lost its defamiliarizing and radicalizing power” 
(p. 8). 
Another problem with the concept of identity, Brubaker and Cooper (2000) argue, 
is the idea that “identity is always already ‘there,’ as something that individuals and 
groups ‘have,’ even if the content of particular identities, and the boundaries that mark 
groups off from one another, are conceptualized as always in flux” (pp. 27–28). This idea 
that there is always some underlying identity waiting to emerge also poses 
methodological problems because it can create the illusion that all it takes is the right 
researcher with the right formula or methodology to reveal these hidden identities. 
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Despite all these long-standing concerns about the analytical and explanatory 
utility of identity, many still hold on to the concept. Despite all its shortcomings, pitfalls, 
and often misuse, they still think it is something worth fighting for and investing in, even 
in the “weak” sense where it is fragmented, fractured, deconstructed, where identities are 
always multiple, always changing. Gilroy (1996), who outlines many of the “pitfalls of 
identity,” argues that “identity’s capacity to synthesize and connect various inquiries into 
political cultures and cultural politics is something that makes it a valuable asset even 
now—something worth struggling with and struggling over” (p. 231). Echoing Gilroy, 
Hall (1996b) argues that identity is “an idea which cannot be thought in the old way, but 
without which certain key questions cannot be thought at all” (p. 2). What is needed of 
identity, many argue, is its “necessary fictions,” its political efficacy. As Hall notes, “all 
the social movements which have tried to transform society and have required the 
constitution of new subjectivities have had to accept the necessarily fictional, but also the 
fictional necessity, of the arbitrary closure which is not the end, but which makes both 
politics and identity possible” (1996c, p. 117). Hall contends these fictions are necessary 
for identity as a site to challenge the status quo and racial hegemony, that identity is 
needed because, as Barker (2003) notes, “some kind of strategic cut or temporary 
stabilization of meaning is necessary in order to say or do anything” (p. 245). A common 
thread through all these is the often overlapping political and cultural projects of 
underrepresented groups acting against the epistemic violence of cultural and political 
domination.  
Brubaker and Cooper (2000), however, argue the political efficacy simply isn’t 
there, that the “strategic cut” is far too blunt to be effective when trying to thread the 
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needle between so-called “hard” and “soft” identities, where identity “tends to mean too 
much (when understood in the strong sense), too little (when understood in the weak 
sense), or nothing at all (because of its sheer ambiguity)” (p. 1). In essence, Brubaker and 
Cooper argue that identity simply can’t do everything that we are asking of it, noting that 
“conceptualizing all affinities and affiliations, all forms of belonging, all experiences of 
commonality, connectedness, and cohesion, all self-understandings and self-
identifications in the idiom of ‘identity’ saddles us with a blunt, flat, undifferentiated 
vocabulary” (p. 1). In the end, Brubaker and Cooper argue “it is time to go beyond 
‘identity’—not in the name of an imagined universalism, but in the name of the 
conceptual clarity required for social analysis and political understanding alike” (p. 36). 
Rather than letting one big concept do all the work, they suggest three more targeted 
approaches: identification, self-understanding, and commonality or groupness. 
Considering a new language of identity 
The active term identification, Brubaker and Cooper (2000) argue, “calls attention to the 
complex (and often ambivalent) processes, while the term ‘identity,’ designating a 
condition rather than a process, implies too easy a fit between the individual and the 
social” (p. 17). By stressing identification and its resulting emphasis on process, 
Brubaker and Cooper believe we can avoid what they consider a major problem with 
identity—that there is always some underlying “identity” waiting to emerge. This takes 
focus away from process, they say, because “identity is always already ‘there,’ as 
something that individuals and groups ‘have,’ even if the content of particular identities, 
and the boundaries that mark groups off from one another, are conceptualized as always 
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in flux” (pp. 27–28). I must admit that I had this in mind myself as I was envisioning this 
project—that, given my past journalism experience and new academic background, I 
could somehow unearth clear, or at least clearer, journalistic and white identities to see 
how they might be similar and work together to maintain white incumbency. However, I 
now believe the much more targeted terms identification and self-understanding are far 
better approaches  
Although in the end Hall (1996b) argues there is still a need to use the concept of 
identity, he also focuses on identification, which he sees as “constructed on the back of a 
recognition of some common origin or shared characteristics with another person or 
group, or with an ideal” (p. 2). Hall, quoting Freud, notes that identification is ambivalent 
from the very start and it is important to remember that identification is always an 
incomplete process, that “there is always ‘too much’ or ‘too little’—an overdetermination 
of a lack, but never a proper fit, a totality” (p. 3). Hall also notes that as a process, 
identification “operates across difference, it entails discursive work, the binding and 
marking of symbolic boundaries, the production of ‘frontier-effects’. It requires what is 
left outside, its constitutive outside, to consolidate the process” (p. 3). In other words, 
disidentifications are just as important as identifications, something to keep in mind when 
studying journalists because, when talking about themselves and their work, they often 
rely more on distinguishing themselves from others (bloggers, pundits, politicians) than 
articulating what it means to be a journalist. This is even more the case when it comes to 
whites (including white journalists I interviewed), who almost always struggle with 
answering the question “What does it means to be white?”—often relying on negative 
descriptors such as “not black, not Hispanic, not Asian.” 
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Brubaker and Cooper (2000) also note that using identification “calls attention to 
complex (and often ambivalent) processes” (p. 17), and as such “invites us to specify the 
agents that do the identifying” (p. 14) and, I would add, what and/or whom they are 
identifying with. Yet, although using identification does call us to specify who is 
identifying with what, Brubaker and Cooper note that it doesn’t always require a specific 
“identifier,” that it “can be pervasive and influential without being accomplished by 
discrete, specified persons or institutions” (p. 16). They add: 
Identification can be carried more or less anonymously by discourses or 
public narratives … [whose] force may depend not on any particular 
instantiation but on their anonymous, unnoticed permeation of our ways of 
thinking and talking and making sense of the world. (p. 16) 
So, not only do we need to pay attention to what people specifically say they identify 
with but also the sediments of identifications that are left in various, often indirect, 
conversations and discourses about themselves and the work they do. I also am drawn to 
using the concept of identification because of its focus on process, much like my focus on 
whiteness as a specific process of hegemony as a way to keep the emphasis on what 
whiteness does and to avoid falling back into essentializing accounts of whiteness. 
While the term identification calls attention to particular acts of identification, 
Brubaker and Cooper (2000) note, it doesn’t capture “particularistic understandings of 
self and social location” (p. 17). Thus, they also propose using the dispositional term self-
understanding as an alternative to identity to designate “what might be called ‘situated 
subjectivity’: one’s sense of who one is, of one’s social location, and of how (given the 
first two) one is prepared to act” (p. 17)). Like the term identification, they argue self-
understanding “lacks the reifying connotations of ‘identity,’ ” noting that identity implies 
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sameness across time and people (p. 18). In the end, Brubaker and Cooper argue the term 
self-understanding captures in a more straightforward way what identity is often 
represented as: a sense of who one is (p. 19). And like our identifications, which may 
come from “anonymous, unnoticed permeation of our ways of thinking and talking and 
making sense of the world,” they note self-understandings may be tacit, that they may be 
and often are formed in and through prevailing discourses “without themselves being 
discursively articulated” (p. 18). So, self-understandings don’t necessarily have to be 
declared or clearly stated but rather can be found in traces of discourses about, for 
example, how journalists do their work or how they discuss their views about journalism. 
Finally, Brubaker and Cooper (2000) suggest using a cluster of terms—
commonality, connectedness, or groupness—to address the “emotionally laden sense of 
belonging to a distinctive, bounded group, involving both a felt solidarity or oneness with 
fellow group members and a felt difference from and even antipathy to specified 
outsiders” (p. 19). Their third and last targeted approach is probably the least applicable 
to studying journalists and whites because there isn’t a strong internal sense of a 
distinctive, bounded group or felt solidarity. In interviews both groups often defined 
themselves by what they are not (black, Latina/o, blogger, or pundit), but it was more a 
sense of disidentification, and they didn’t express any “emotionally laden” or “felt 
difference” or antipathy in doing so. This sense of “felt solidarity” goes to the heart of 
why some, such as Hall (1996b) and Gilroy (1996), hold on to the concept of identity and 
why I feel Brubaker and Cooper’s more targeted approach better fits my focus on white 
and journalistic identifications and self-understandings. The sense of a distinctive, 
bounded group often comes from its external imposition on members of a group, and the 
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sense of solidarity or oneness often stems from their reaction and opposition to the often 
destructive consequences of that imposition. In the case of dominant groups such as 
whites or journalists, there may be a sense of similarities among them or difference from 
others, but it doesn’t necessarily produce a sense of solidarity to react against them. For 
example, although many journalists I interviewed bemoaned some externally imposed 
associations such as journalism and sensationalism and news and punditry, they were 
expressed more as mere irritations—a marked difference from reactions to long-standing, 
socially ingrained associations between blacks and criminals, Latinas/os and foreigners, 
Muslims and terrorists, or homosexuals and pedophiles. 
It is through paying close attention to different identifications and self-
understandings that permeate journalists’ ways of thinking and talking about journalism 
that we can get an idea of how they make sense of their work and what it means to be a 
journalist. In paying close attention to how journalists talk about their work, and race and 
ethnicity as well, I am drawing on Frankenberg’s (1993) use of “repertoires,” which she 
argues captures “something of the way in which strategies for thinking through race [and 
journalism] were learned, drawn upon, and enacted, repetitively but not automatically or 
by rote, but by no means freely so” (p. 16). The challenge in studying journalists’ 
thinking through journalism and race and ethnicity is “capturing the correct balance 
between their ‘entrapment’ in discourse and their conscious engagement with it” 
(Frankenberg, 1993, p. 140). This is particularly important to keep in mind when 
studying journalists because it is through talking about and doing journalism that many 
journalists, especially those such as myself who never attended journalism school, learn 
journalistic values and how to “think through” and then make news judgments. 
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It is through discussions about pursuing stories and how news decisions are made 
that, over time, journalists get a sense of a news operation’s norms and unstated policies, 
where reporters and editors often learn “how we do things” and what approaches or ideas 
are preferred over others (Gans, 1980; Tuchman, 1978), or “by osmosis,” as Breed (1955) 
notes. Although 19th- and early 20th-century U.S. editors and publishers would often 
publish statements declaring their journalistic philosophy and goals, today’s editors and 
publishers often eschew any such thing. As the press became more corporate and 
monopolistic, publishers were less likely to declare their news values for fear it might 
alienate readers; might be used against them by critics; or would limit or interfere with 
journalists’ autonomy and independent news judgments. Their lawyers also advised 
against it for fear their declarations could be used against them in court (Kovach & 
Rosenstiel, 2001, p. 19). Even clearly stating policy or positions on current issues within 
the newsroom is often avoided. For example, at one of the newspapers I studied, top 
editors rebuffed suggestions to start an internal blog about changes in the newsroom 
because they were afraid it would end up on the Poynter Institute’s Romenesko media 
news Web site.1  
However, we must remember that journalists don’t only pick up their 
identifications and self-understandings from talking with fellow journalists, they also 
enter those discussions with the traces of historical discourses about journalism. So, in 
examining how journalists talk through their work and sense of selves as journalists, it is 
important to examine the narrative or historical soup from which journalistic 
identifications and self-understandings are drawn, the notions of what it means to be a 
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journalist that they inherited and identified with (or distanced themselves from) in 
forming their ideas of what it means to be a journalist. 
The contradictory arc of U.S. journalism history 
The historiography of the development of the modern notion of the journalist in the U.S. 
context is full of contradictions, counternarratives, and mythologies (Nerone, 1987) rife 
with overstatements and optimism. In the overly simplified but widely circulated version, 
U.S. journalism evolved from its rowdy, highly biased, and dependent partisan days in 
the early republic to the emerging independence of the penny press, to the budding role of 
the reporter and increasingly standardized story forms brought on by the Civil War and 
the telegraph and its news wires, to the dominance of science, education, and method of 
the late 19th century and the Progressive Era, to the “high modernism” of U.S. journalism 
with its unfailing and almost religious belief that professional, independent, and ethical 
journalists who strictly adhere to conventions and practices that promote “objectivity” 
and neutrality can show things “exactly as they are” (Brucker, 1962, p. 79). In these 
Whiggish versions, the history of journalism is part of the inevitable triumph of 
education, science, capitalism, and democracy—as another example of the great arc of 
progress (Carey, 1997) rather than “dynamic and contingent on situational and historical 
circumstance” (Zelizer, 2004, p. 103).   
This type of history has, of course, left lots of gaps. Not only has it had an 
overreliance on “great man history,” it often mistakenly takes a few early signs of 
journalistic trends such as the inverted pyramid, “objectivity,” and nonpartisanism as the 
beginning of those trends to emphasize their eventual rightness and triumph (Carey, 
 97
1997; Kaplan, 2002; Mindich, 1998; Nerone, 1987). As Nerone (1987) aptly points out, 
this is often done by looking to the past for consistencies with the present, for a growing, 
progressive sense of what journalism naturally became—looking for what fits now rather 
than examining the frequent contradictions of the past. 
Emerging journalistic identifications 
It is important to look at emerging journalistic identifications in the United States not as 
part of an inevitable march toward the press “freedoms” we enjoy or are burdened with 
today, depending on your outlook, but as a number of historical events, trends, and, most 
importantly, discursive practices that worked at times alone and at others in conjunction 
with each other to form current notions of what it means to be a journalist. Most of these 
rose out of disidentifications—reactions against certain trends or affiliations. 
In the early republic, many people involved in newspaper work were printers who 
owned their print shop and did much of the work themselves, collecting stories from 
other newspapers (in the United States and Europe), getting information at the docks, and 
publishing government notices under contract from the parties in power, which they were 
often members of and/or sponsored by. Their status came from being business owners 
and, usually, civic leaders who were in the higher ranks of their political parties, if not 
holders of high office themselves. Others involved in newspaper work, such as 
apprentices, realistically could see themselves owning their own shops someday. 
However, as newspapers grew, especially in big cities, and became the product of several 
people’s labor, those putting out newspapers became workers who were increasingly 
unlikely to ever have their own shops. Unable to enjoy the merchant status of their bosses 
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but still intimately involved in the civic work of their communities, the growing number 
of editors and reporters began to look for ways to elevate their status and distinguish 
themselves from common workers. This was also the time of growing urbanization, mass 
society, and the rise of Jacksonian democracy with its emphasis on the individual and 
individual achievement.  
While many would like to place the beginnings of professional journalistic 
practices—especially nonpartisanism, the rise of the reporter, “objective” storytelling, 
and certainly commercial journalism—with the emergence of the penny press, I agree 
with Nerone that many of these notions are mythologized and certainly overstated, 
especially when it comes to nonpartisanism and “objectivity.” Schiller (1979) takes a 
political economy approach in arguing that the rise of “objectivity” in the mid-19th 
century was part of efforts to convince readers that big general-interest commercial 
newspapers represented the voice of the people at large, not just commercial interests or 
political parties (p. 48). Schiller also argues that “objectivity” rhetoric “drew explicitly 
from the general belief that the new technology of photography afforded an exactly 
accurate and universally recognizable copy of reality” (p. 49). I believe, however, that 
these arguments are overstated, where news workers and newspaper owners were just 
using the lexicon and latest fads of the day as a marketing strategy rather than showing a 
strong commitment in news practices to “objectivity,” neutrality, and nonpartisanship. 
While post–Civil War era newspapers certainly were making the shift from “views-
papers to news-papers” (Bleyer, 1918, p. xvii) and were starting to drop their partisan 
affiliations from their mastheads, their political and social allegiances were hardly 
mysteries to their readers (Kaplan, 2002). These first identifications with professionalism 
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were more disidentifications—articulations of what journalists thought they weren’t, 
what they were trying to distance themselves from in words more than in practice. They 
touted their “independence” (nonpartisanship) while openly bragging they were the true 
voice of one party and professed no obligations to advertisers while running public 
relations pieces as news copy (Kaplan, 2002). Although they steadfastly maintained they 
were not at the whim of advertisers and party leaders, they were not totally independent 
of them either. 
Around the turn of the 20th century, a number of things collided to turn these 
emerging rhetorics of journalism into increasingly consistent news routines. Following 
what Kaplan calls the “critical election” of 1896, news audiences were finding many 
things to react against, and journalists quickly started positioning themselves to do so on 
their behalf. The election created a new surge in anti-party sentiments, and the huge 
influence of large urban newspapers in the Spanish-American War created more 
suspicion of staunch, blatant advocacy. Citizens and reformers were worried about the 
large influence of the crusading “yellow” papers and their millionaire owners at the same 
time there was so much concern about how much control the nation’s “robber barons” 
were wielding economically and politically. Concerns about crusading newspapers were 
soon reinforced by the troubling propagandism in World War I. Reacting against all this 
was the emerging Progressive movement and its belief in the power of education and 
science to solve society’s problems. The Progressive Era brought a huge focus on 
administration and giving professionals the ability to act independent of politics and 
advocacy. This extended to journalism, where journalists started defining themselves as 
impartial technical experts and “saw themselves as serving the public interests, and above 
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the contamination of politics” (Kaplan, 2002, p. 16). As a result, they began moving from 
disidentification to identification with the professionals they were covering and began 
drawing parallels of their work with that of other professions such as law and medicine. 
With this came increased calls for professional education and the establishment of 
journalism schools, beginning with Columbia College (now Columbia University) and 
the University of Missouri. 
This was also a time of another major foundation of journalistic identifications 
and self-understandings: that a journalist can have an impact and be a change agent when 
their work leads to reforms in their communities and society at large. Exposés by the 
muckrakers of the early 20th century led to a wide range of reforms: the regulation of 
patent medicines, federal inspections of meat-packing operations, new forms of 
municipal governments, and the direct election of U.S. senators. This is also the root of a 
prominent self-deception in journalism: that its work creates substantive change on a 
regular basis. But, as Schudson (1978) notes:  
While a muckraking tradition has long been honored in the press, actual 
muckraking has always been exceptional, and even muckrakers have 
typically focused on the hypocrisies and corruptions of government [and 
especially the leaders of government], rather than on underlying 
assumptions or structures of power. (p. 180) 
In fact, some have contended that the reforms regarding workers’ rights, such as workers 
compensation (that resulted from muckrakers’ work), diluted the growing influence of 
socialists in the early 1900s. Journalists continue to strongly identify with the idea that by 
shining a light on wrongs and injustices in society, their work can lead to much-needed 
change. However, the change envisioned is almost always either individual (rooting out 
corrupt business leaders, officials, politicians) or reformist in nature—about fixing the 
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administration of existing structures to conform to the assumptions and values behind 
them, not fundamentally challenging those assumptions and values and the structures 
themselves. 
The call to public service 
Among those I interviewed, one consistent, over-riding belief about what it means to be a 
journalist was that it is not just another job, that the work they do is a public service, a 
mission, a calling “that goes beyond a lot of other occupations.” Many contend informing 
the public should be the first and foremost reason for becoming a journalist, and some are 
even suspicious of other reasons for joining the profession, such as “I just like to write.” 
For example, one longtime editor said “I just die inside whenever I hear that because that 
can’t, that really shouldn’t be the number one reason why you become a journalist. … It 
isn’t just about writing; it’s about informing the public.” This sense of outward 
motivation, that they are there to serve others, also is expressed through such language as 
“it cannot be about you,” which is often heard in explanations of their aversion to first-
person storytelling. Many journalists believe they can “be a public servant in ways that 
most people in the private sector don’t get to” by being the eyes and ears of their readers.  
As one longtime Lakeside reporter said: 
I just like telling people what’s going on; I think it’s a service. You know 
after all these years I think it’s a public service when it’s done right, that 
information is empowering, and we help empower people by telling them 
what’s going on, help people to cope, to understand, just to be interested in 
the world around them. 
The call to public service is so strong among journalists that when asked what 
they would do if they left the profession, many said they would become teachers, social 
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workers, or work for a nonprofit organization. One Lakeside editor drew parallels 
between working as a journalist and working as a teacher or at a nonprofit. 
I think as a journalist we help communities, we help communities know 
what’s important, we set the agenda for a community, and we can give a 
voice to the voiceless. I think that as teacher and as someone who worked 
in a nonprofit, it would be the same thing but only, maybe on a smaller 
scale. You’d be helping transform someone’s life. Public service, I guess. 
Public service appeals to me. 
A Valleyville reporter who started college intending to become a teacher described 
teaching as not unlike being a journalist because “you do have this incredible 
responsibility to help people. That’s, I think, what I’ve always wanted to do.” Without 
hesitation, one editor said he would become a priest and recalled a conversation with a 
priest who, when asked if he missed not being able to have a family, described the joy of 
being around families when they were at some turning point in their lives, such as 
baptisms, weddings, and funerals. Journalists are much the same, the editor said, because 
“in a lot of respects we often catch people at, that’s when they make news, that’s when 
they become a story, when they’re at some sort of a watershed moment in their life.” In 
fact, one Lakeside editor I interviewed did enter the seminary after taking a buyout, as 
did another top Lakeside editor who left the newspaper before I started my fieldwork 
there. Of the 61 journalists I interviewed during my fieldwork, 33 had left the two 
newspapers by the fall of 2010. Of those, I had some knowledge, either through Google 
searches or contacts through other people, of what 20 were doing. Of those, three had 
moved into education, three had gone back to school as students, three were working for 
nonprofit organizations, and six were either freelancing or had taken other jobs in 
journalism. A few others had retired. 
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Doggedly pursuing the story 
The sense of journalism as a noble pursuit often comes from what many consider 
defining moments in their career—times when they first felt they really knew what it 
means to be a journalist. These moments often come when struggling with a story, be it a 
story that was killed, a key source or information that was hard to get, or a delicate story 
that took special care in reporting and/or writing. One editor who worked as a reporter for 
a base newspaper in the Navy recalled having stories on thefts in the barracks and drug 
use among sailors being censored by a superior officer. “They killed both those stories 
and that’s when I knew, OK, what I wanted to do was journalism, and this is not what 
they were letting me do,” he said. Being separated from newspaper work made another 
journalist realize what it meant to be a journalist. After working as a reporter for a short 
time, she left the business and felt purposeless doing public relations work before going 
back to school to get a master’s degree in journalism and returning to daily newspaper 
work. 
Sticking it out and overcoming obstacles to get a story often led to epiphanic 
moments for journalists. One editor recalled being told to ask the mayor some follow-up 
questions for his high school newspaper. After repeatedly calling his office for an 
interview, the mayor finally called him at home late one night. Being 16 years old and 
interviewing the mayor of Chicago, who was taking him seriously and answering his 
questions, was what the editor called his “transformational journalism experience.” 
Others mark the time they had to do their job even when they didn’t want to, or times 
when it was most uncomfortable to do so. One journalist noted a time early in her career 
when she was a reporter in the features department, which a hardened metro editor called 
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“lollipop lane.” While working a weekend metro shift, she had to cover the story of a 
young girl who had been kidnapped at a convenience store. A body had been found in a 
field later that day, but police wouldn’t confirm whether it was the girl, so she was told to 
start calling the family’s neighbors trying to confirm whether it was the body of the 
kidnapped girl. She recalled: 
One of the neighbors I think actually probably had to physically go over 
across the street to the house and brought back the little girl’s grandfather, 
who you know, I still get choked up about this, but I had to ask, if that was 
her … and then getting that actual moment when you realize you’re asking 
that kind of question. It was like, ehhh. … I think that was kind of a 
defining moment for me. OK, I can do this. 
These strong identifications with overcoming obstacles in getting information or sources 
resonate at other times, such as in deciding whether to withhold information that reporters 
work so hard to obtain. 
The dreaded call to or interview with family members of crime and accident 
victims—and having to assign reporters to do so—was mentioned by many journalists as 
a time when the gravity of their work sunk in. Although journalists are often known and 
recognized for their dealings with leaders and large institutions—mayors, city councils, 
governors, legislatures, prosecutors, courts—it is often the far more intimate stories that 
resonate with journalists as they look back over their careers. One top editor cited a story 
he did about a doctor who went back to work in an emergency room after being paralyzed 
in an accident.  
I was writing this story of a man who was, who was perhaps for the first 
time ever understanding the value of his own life. And in doing so, I think 
it helped me understand the value of my own life, and by value I mean in 
the big sense of the word, that what I do, how I conduct myself, what I 
think is important. 
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He noted that he rewrote one delicate section on the doctor’s sexuality 83 times before he 
felt he got it right.2 Even after working several years in journalism and going back to get 
a master’s degree at a top university, to him this was the point where he really understood 
the difference between being a reporter and a journalist in “the sense that you really try to 
observe life, or at least some small, tiny slice of it, and describe it in a narrative in a way 
that maybe can have a transforming effect on the readers in terms of what they may think 
about themselves or life.” Realizing that many people in the city where he was working 
would know and see the doctor through his story, he said he came to understand “the kind 
of weight that we can carry.” Taking the extra time to report and craft the story made him 
realize “how important it is to get it right because it has such a profound impact, even in 
these days of, you know, massive Internet consumption and exploding media options. 
You know, we still can define people and issues better than anything else.”  
Having an impact on their communities was one way many journalists 
distinguished their work from other jobs and professions. For one Valleyville editor, that 
is “the payback for being a journalist, to do something here that has some meaning out in 
the community that people will value and rely on. … If you went and did something else 
with your life, would you have that same kind of impact?” This hit home early on for one 
Valleyville reporter who remembered when he first saw people reading and talking about 
stories he wrote for a college newspaper and began to realize “the power that newspapers 
had, and the role, the incredible responsibility of being a journalist. I was beginning to 
shape people’s opinions, even at the college level. I understood how important that was. I 
mean it wasn’t an ego trip, but I realized, God, we can do something.” One top editor 
noted that given the influence of journalism, “there’s a real kind of gift in being the editor 
 106
of a newspaper, and the real chance to make a difference. I don’t mean taint the news or 
whatever, but what you focus on, what you do, people you hire, tone you set, can have an 
effect on the community.” 
Another key identification among many journalists was the idea that journalists 
are doggedly persistent in seeking the truth, even when—especially when—they are 
doing so when others, such as public officials, resist it or try to stand in their way. 
Journalists across all demographics consistently identified with the ideal of going against 
the grain, reporting what people don’t want made public or what readers may not want to 
hear, and being committed to reporting “the good, the bad, and in between.” As one 
Valleyville reporter noted, “There’s got to be people like us who are willing to have 
people hate you.” Many of the stories shared during my fieldwork interviews and among 
journalists in newsrooms and bars over the years revolve around situations where they 
were tested by and stood up to strong opposition from sources and, at times, readers. For 
example, one Lakeside reporter recalled covering City Hall when a longtime, bombastic 
mayor would blame everything on the newspaper and “have entire press conferences that 
were just railing at me with me sitting there. That helped build character. It was fun for 
about 10 minutes. Unfortunately, it went on for two years.” Although he said that it 
“unfortunately” lasted two years, the telling of the story, even in his very low-key 
manner, betrayed a sense that he saw enduring the criticism as, if not a badge of honor, at 
least a source of pride in his journalism career. Like many other journalists, he strongly 
identified with the idea that being unpopular every now and then comes with the job. I 
believe this strong identification is the root of many journalists’ antipathy toward news 
judgments they suspect are guided or influenced by “political correctness” or worries 
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about offending often overlooked groups, such as withholding race in suspect 
descriptions. 
Journalistic disidentifications 
Like many whites who use negative descriptions of whiteness (not black, not Latina/o, 
not Asian), journalists often defined themselves by what they are not. When asked what 
do they consider or call themselves professionally, many emphasized “newspaper 
reporter” to distinguish themselves from television reporters or celebrity tabloid 
reporters. Many didn’t identify with “that show aspect of TV journalism,” and others 
distinguished themselves from what they saw as predatory “gotcha” journalists. For 
example, one Valleyville reporter recalled looking forward to doing a light feature story 
about a school field trip that included a visit from the U.S. secretary of agriculture. 
Before she left the office, editors told her to question the cabinet official about a just-
released report on children working in the fields in violation of labor laws. She resented 
having to confront the official about a report the official hadn’t even seen yet when the 
story was supposed to be about a school field trip. “I felt like one of those paparazzi 
people that caught people off guard,” she said. “I felt like some vulture.” 
By far the most prevalent “what they are not” contrast that journalists made 
between themselves and others was with bloggers, with several journalists referring to the 
overdrawn and tired cliché of the solitary blogger sitting in his robe writing on a 
computer in his basement. (Bloggers, however they were imagined, were always 
gendered as male.) The most distinctive—and unexpected—distinction that journalists 
made between themselves and bloggers was their commitment to a system of checks and 
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balances where their work is scrutinized through a multilayered editing and review 
process. Many argued that what distinguishes paid professional journalists from 
voluntary bloggers is having the time and resources necessary for big investigative 
projects. But even if a blogger could do so, one top Lakeside editor asked: “Where are the 
editors who are gonna say, well, wait, why this, this, this, and this?” Just as Ryfe (2009a) 
noted that reporters showed deep investments in daily beat reporting, reporters and 
editors showed deep investments in a system where editors challenged both the 
information in and the fairness and premises of the stories reporters produced. 
At both papers, but especially at the Ledger, editors stressed the importance of 
having a layer of editing detached from the assigning and reporting of a story—where 
copy editors could “see the big picture” and look at a story with fresh eyes. As one 
Lakeside copy editor noted:  
We are the first people to see a story who have no involvement in it. We 
didn’t assign it, we didn’t write it, we didn’t pitch it, we didn’t take photos 
for it. We’re the ones who look at it as a reader would. And that’s, I think 
that’s an incredible resource for a newspaper. 
At Lakeside, many referred to its copy desk as a “strong desk,” and copy editors there 
had a sense of pride that they were taken seriously when they questioned stories. During 
my five months working on the design and copy desks, there were more than a few 
occasions when copy editors raised questions about the premise or frame of stories and 
the concerns were taken seriously, not begrudgingly, by the reporters and assigning 
desks. As one Lakeside copy editor contended, “One of the most important questions that 
a copy desk can ask is: Are you sure we really want to do this? You know, have we 
talked about it enough?”  
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However, as seen in the discussion in chapter 5 about the Valleyville language 
story and Lakeside domestic benefits story, those important questions are far less likely to 
be raised when problematic stories adhere to common journalistic scripts or frames, such 
as the impacts on government agencies or a suspected conflict of interest involving a 
public official. Questions also are less likely to be raised in stories where journalists are 
performing functions they have strong identifications with, such as their public service 
role by detailing the impact of language diversity on public institutions or their watchdog 
role by exposing a possible conflict of interest by an elected official. 
The ‘art of expertise’ 
At both papers, but especially at Lakeside, journalists emphasized the importance and 
advantage of having reporters who really knew the subjects they cover so they could 
“write with authority.” One senior Lakeside reporter who had been covering his beat for 
years talked about how he gets nervous covering a subject he doesn’t know much about. 
Although he didn’t feel he had to be the “world’s greatest expert” on what he is covering, 
he said he did want to know enough “just to be sure that I’m not getting snowed, that I’m 
not omitting some important perspective and to cram as much of what I know … into the 
limited amount of space I have in the paper.” However, one Lakeside editor argued some 
things have been lost amid the increased emphasis on expertise. 
KD: Do you think maybe journalists have gotten too professional? 
EDITOR: I think journalists, some journalists have, are more interested 
in writing for their sources than writing for their readers. 
KD: But when did that happen? I mean was that always the case or is 
that something new? 
EDITOR: I don’t think so, because writing used to be something that 
was more treasured. When I came here, [two journalists] were general 
assignment reporters, and their job was to write beautiful features all the 
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time. We don’t really have that anymore, and the art of writing has been 
replaced by the art of expertise. And if you’re a good storyteller they make 
you a columnist, and that’s great, but then I think we have a bunch of 
people who aren’t writing, they’re just trying to look like experts. 
What’s also problematic about this emphasis on the art of expertise is that, except for the 
nation’s largest newspapers such as the New York Times, Los Angeles Times, or 
Washington Post, the requisite expertise usually does not include covering issues 
involving historically marginalized groups. Other large newspapers almost always will 
make sure they have a top political or government reporter (often a “bulldog” who takes 
on politicians and officials), an expert business reporter covering a dominant industry 
(aerospace in Seattle), a specialist for an ongoing local issue (air quality in Southern 
California), and renowned beat reporters and/or columnists for their most popular 
professional sports teams. All these would be considered beats that must always be 
staffed by top journalists in their respected fields—even when budgets shrink and 
newsroom staffs dwindle. In addition, assignment editors and top editors often were 
reporters on those same beats, bringing expertise in those fields to the editing process as 
well. 
This lack of expertise, both among reporters and editors, means newspapers often 
steer away from covering sensitive or controversial subjects, such as race, ethnicity, and 
sexuality, that are likely to garner criticism. When asked whether, in a time of increased 
media criticism, he finds himself pulling punches on potentially controversial stories, one 
top Lakeside editor said: 
I think it more comes when I don’t know if I’m editing a story, looking at 
a story that’s gonna cause a, think, OK, this might cause a shit storm, I 
want to make sure we know we’ve touched every base, that we know 
exactly, let’s not have a surprise. 
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This idea of “let’s not have a surprise” can be very problematic when it comes to doing 
touchy stories about race, especially when you have papers filled with top editors who 
haven’t thought about what it means to be white. They may not feel as confident doing 
these stories as they would an investigation into city hall or the statehouse or schools, 
beats they likely covered once themselves. Not only may they be less confident in 
assigning and editing those stories, they may steer away from them even more if they 
cannot envision how they would defend the stories to readers when they inevitably get 
angry calls from readers about controversial stories. As a result, they may see these 
stories as potential “shit storms” filled with minefields and will not feel confident every 
base has been touched, leaving too much potential for surprise. 
For example, one nonwhite reporter recalled a widely covered story about a 
Hmong hunter who shot eight white hunters, killing six of them. She took time over a 
holiday weekend to extensively report a story on the cultural gap that had put a wedge 
between longtime white hunters and the rapidly growing number of Hmong hunters who 
had different hunting practices and were often unaware of local hunting rules. She said 
she bumped heads with editors who “thought it disrespectful to come at it the next day or 
the third day with a story that says there’s cultural differences. They wanted it to be a 
story of murder in the woods.” Although her story eventually was published, it was a 
750-word sidebar that ran on the inside pages about a week after the shooting. “I think 
everybody was afraid to do the brave package on it,” she added. “I think that the way the 
editors tell it is we did get it in the paper, your story ran, but I was saying … we should 
have invested in telling that story in a bigger way.” The reticence to initiate coverage 
outside of the statements and actions of the usual suspects—in this case law enforcement, 
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prosecutors, and defense attorneys—leaves underlying issues surrounding racial and 
ethnic controversies largely unexamined (Dolan, 2005). 
What does it mean to be white? 
As noted by many critical whiteness scholars, most whites are at a loss for words when 
asked to contemplate their whiteness or, more directly, are posed the question “What 
does it mean to be white?” (Doane, 1997; Griffin, 1998; Kenny, 2000; McKinney, 2005; 
Nakayama & Krizek, 1999; Perry, 2002; Terry, 1981) Of the list of questions in my 
individual interviews (see Appendix A), no question confounded journalists as much. 
Most stumbled through some answer, others were plain stumped for a short period of 
time, and one man even jerked his head back in complete bewilderment with a contorted 
expression on his face. Only one journalist quickly and decisively answered the question 
in saying that it means “to have a privilege you do not understand you have.” Most said 
they simply had never thought of it before, a confirmation of Terry’s (1981) contention 
that “to be white in America is not to have to think about it” (p. 120). As one white 
Valleyville reporter said: 
I’m not sure why it’s difficult for me. I guess, I think maybe because, 
because I don’t really think of myself necessarily or, I don’t see, I don’t 
consciously see like my self-identity as being kind of wrapped up in being 
white, and so therefore it’s not necessarily something I think about that 
often, I guess. 
The reporter’s struggle with the question is a clear example of Flagg’s (1993) contention 
that “white consciousness of whiteness is predominantly unconsciousness of whiteness” 
(p. 970). In various ways, a majority of respondents essentially said that being white 
didn’t mean much at all, with many saying it was nothing more than the color of their 
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skin. If they don’t see being white as much of anything, one could argue—I would 
argue—that is another way of saying that it is of no consequence. Seeing being white as 
inconsequential means it’s unlikely these white journalists would see themselves as 
members of a racial interest group. 
This, of course, is highly problematic for anyone but even more so for journalists 
who are so central to the ongoing social construction of reality. When asked how they try 
to be fair and avoid bias, many journalists said they do their best to recognize their biases 
and then account for them or put them aside while reporting and editing stories. But not 
knowing—and often never even considering—what it means to be white can lead to 
white journalists believing they are more neutral when evaluating whether race is an 
element of a story—or the degree to which it’s an element of a story—because they have 
no racial interests to put aside. They may expect nonwhites to put their racial interests 
aside—or at the very least not let them have an undue influence in making news 
judgments—and may suspect nonwhite journalists of “having an agenda,” being 
“ideological,” or being “overly sensitive” when arguing race is an element in a story or 
raising concerns about news coverage. This is a troubling consequence of Flagg’s 
“transparency phenomenon: the tendency of whites not to think about whiteness, or about 
norms, behaviors, experiences, or perspectives that are white-specific” (1993, p. 959), 
which can lead to news judgments that unintentionally reinforce white incumbency, such 
as missing or avoiding racial aspects of various stories. 
This also can be seen in how journalists characterize sources and subjects in the 
stories they do cover. For example, a search of the Valley Register’s electronic archives 
found 34 references to “Hispanic activists,” 19 mentions of “Hmong activists,” five 
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mentions of “black activists,” and only two mentions of “white activists.” The references 
to white activists (in a single column) were not directly about whites expressing their 
racial interests but rather about the different strategies employed by black and white anti-
abortion activists. The dearth of mentions of “white activists” clearly indicates that 
Valleyville journalists rarely, if ever, see whites as expressing their racial interests. 
Many of the responses to the question “What does it mean to be white” followed 
the pattern noted by Griffin (1998): “avoidance and digression into abstraction; or 
blankness (a distinguishing feature of whiteness), which struggles to grasp the concept, to 
see what has been rendered invisible” (p. 4). Although no journalists refused to answer 
the question, one journalist became progressively irritated, if not defensive, as I pressed 
for an answer. 
KD: And what does it mean to be white? 
JOURNALIST: How do you mean that? 
KD: However you … 
JOURNALIST: How do you mean it? 
KD: Well, just like what it means to be a journalist, what does it mean 
to be white? 
JOURNALIST: I guess I don’t know, do you, do you mean how I 
perceive myself as a member of the larger community? I’m not sure what 
you’re driving at. 
KD: Umm, well what do you think of when I asked that question? 
JOURNALIST: Well, it’s a kind of question that gets asked on so many 
surveys that I don’t think much about how I answer it. … I guess I’m, I 
guess I don’t quite know how to answer your question maybe. 
Of course, the question “What does it mean to be white?” does not get asked on “so many 
surveys,” and his steering the conversation toward how he sees himself as part of the 
larger community indicates an aversion to contemplating the particularity of his 
whiteness. Most white respondents, in fact, didn’t see anything particular at all about 
being white, with many expressing various versions of whiteness as an empty category 
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(Frankenberg, 1993) or, as one young journalist said: “There’s nothing to call myself but 
white.”  
As found in many ethnographies on white identity (Frankenberg, 1993; Kenny, 
2000; McKinney, 2005; Perry, 2002), many white journalists noted that whites lack the 
cultural distinctiveness that other groups have. One white journalist said not having “a 
cultural identity the way being Armenian or being Mexican or being Jewish does” makes 
it hard for her to contemplate what it means to be white. She adds: 
I mean how do you identify with being white? It’s just a color; it’s not a 
culture, it’s not a tradition, it’s not … it’s not something like, this is the 
kind of food we eat, these are the writers we read, these are the music we 
listen to. 
Here she employs a power-evasive repertoire by only focusing on cultural practices such 
as food or music rather than cultural practices such as journalism, education, and other 
forms of knowledge production that help maintain white incumbency. Her reference to 
white as “just a color” also is reminiscent of the well-worn phrase “I don’t care if they’re 
black, brown, purple, or green,” which, as Frankenberg (1993) reminds us, “camouflages 
socially significant differences of color in a welter of meaningless ones” (p. 149). Seeing 
white as “no culture” or less cultural also has implications in the maintenance of white 
incumbency. Frankenberg argues that “a far-reaching danger of whiteness coded as ‘no 
culture’ is that it leaves in place whiteness as defining a set of normative cultural 
practices against which all are measured and into which all are expected to fit” (p. 204). 
This leaves “white culture,” or normative culture, not as one culture among many, where 
it could be compared with and evaluated against others, but as an emptiness that need not 
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be contemplated, much less interrogated—leaving the “tradition” of white incumbency 
intact. 
While some white journalists talked about what they saw as a lack of cultural 
distinctiveness, one young white journalist described white as “boring,” a view found 
among younger whites in other ethnographies (Kenny, 2000; McKinney, 2005; Perry, 
2002). To this young journalist, being white is “kind of like the default. … To me it’s like 
default equals boring. You know, so if someone’s different it’s like that’s like a plus, 
that’s like cool, it’s interesting.” Although she does acknowledge white as the assumed 
center by seeing it as the default, her positing it as being boring treats it as if it’s an 
innocuous condition rather than a position of privilege in a system of power imbalances 
with considerable negative consequences for those seen as “cool” or more interesting. 
One could argue seeing nonwhites as “cool” or interesting is a compliment, but it’s often 
a more trivial—and essentialist—recognition that hardly compensates for being on the 
other side of racial domination. 
Even though many bemoaned the lack of any distinctive ethnicity or cultural 
identity, a few expressed some identification with their (rather distant) European 
backgrounds—sometimes to escape what they saw as the inherent “boring” nature of 
whiteness, sometimes to offer some sort of particularity (“as a descendent of Scotch 
immigrants, Scotch and Irish and German”), but most times to identify themselves just as 
other racial and ethnic groups do. For example, more than a few said they have 
considered calling themselves European American, but it was more like exploring the 
idea rather than a strident identification with it. One Valleyville editor explained why he 
has considered using the term: 
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EDITOR: I favor the term European American. Isn’t that gaining some 
currency lately, as an alternative to white or Anglo? 
KD: Why do you pick that over those? 
EDITOR: Well, it seems like a more neutral term because like African 
American or Asian American, it reflects the geographical origin of my 
forbearers. 
KD: What’s more neutral about it? 
EDITOR: Well, because it’s a matter of where your people came from 
rather than who you are. … What color your skin is seems like a long way 
from being a useful descriptor. 
He later noted that his objection to the term white was more of a “copy editor’s 
objection” because it is not parallel with terms such as African American or Mexican 
American and “a more neutral term is one … that is parallel to the others.” This type of 
linguistical “copy editor’s objection” is an ahistorical approach that elides the history 
behind these terms. The term American was added by often overlooked and marginalized 
groups to emphasize that they, too, are Americans, not just whites who are always 
assumed to be rightly American. While history is never “neutral,” avoiding or erasing it is 
even less so. Although using the term European can allude to the history of colonialism 
and its exercise of power, the term European American is almost exclusively employed to 
make it parallel with other ethnic terms. As a result, using the term European American is 
power-evasive because it “deracializes” whites and “falsely equalizes communities who 
are … unequally positioned in the racial order” (Frankenberg, 1993, p. 231), thus evading 
the long history of white incumbency and how European Americans have profited from 
racial domination. 
This example also provides an illustration of competing identifications among 
journalists. Throughout the interviews, journalists exhibited identifications with both 
being fair and neutral and being sensitive to historically marginalized groups’ concerns 
about their past and present representations in the media. But the stronger—and I would 
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argue overriding—identification with being neutral and treating everyone “equally” leads 
to an aversion to taking historical power differences into account. This approach can be 
problematic when editors are faced with—but usually avoid3—meaningful concerns and 
debates about nomenclature and are more apt to view them as inconsequential disputes 
over naming. During my fieldwork and in my experience in newsrooms over the years, I 
have found that debates over naming (Latina/o vs. Hispanic, black vs. African American, 
American Indian vs. Native American, white vs. Anglo) are often received with 
impatience or exasperation. For example, when asked about some staffers’ push to use 
the term undocumented immigrant instead of illegal immigrant, one top Valleyville editor 
said “those things will go on forever.” In other words, it will never be resolved, so why 
should I worry about it. However, this fails to recognize that “ethnic names are always 
bound up with struggles of power and equality” (Alcoff, 2005, p. 399). As Alcoff (2005) 
argues, taking a side in the Latina/o vs. Hispanic debate “can signal one’s political views 
about assimilation, cultural nationalism, and the relative importance of race” (p. 395). 
Journalists may believe they are not taking a stand by avoiding the debates or not 
changing current policy, but that belief is based on the problematic view of the status quo 
as a neutral baseline (Harris, 1993). It’s also a way to avoid being held accountable for 
the choices you make, which is critical in this case because, as Alcoff argues, “in naming 
we affect a future which we need then to be accountable to, and we can only be 
accountable in opening up for discussion the political questions of where we want to go” 
(p. 404). In avoiding the Latina/o vs. Hispanic debate and considering the term European 
American a “more neutral” name, they are, in essence, trying to take the politics out of 
inherently political choices. 
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Seeing disadvantages yet evading privilege 
This recognition of whiteness while deflecting its power was expressed in other ways by 
several journalists. Most often it was in acknowledging privilege not by identifying the 
advantages whites enjoy but rather focusing on how they haven’t had to deal with the 
disadvantages nonwhites face, such as “being downtrodden or being discriminated 
against.” For example, one Lakeside editor said being white “means to enjoy a hell of a 
lot of privileges,” but when asked to name some, he focused on the consequences of 
negative stereotypes about nonwhites. 
I don’t have to worry that I’m going to get arrested for driving down the 
street with a taillight out. I don’t have people look at me and like they 
think I’m gonna rob them, you know. … There’s, there’s just a thousand 
ways. It’s a privileged life. 
Yet even when whites would share how some things were easier for them, it was often 
implied that the advantages were earned, not bestowed upon them simply because they 
were white. One white journalist talked about growing up “really, really poor” in an 
integrated area of Southern California and how she could get jobs much easier than her 
nonwhite friends.  
Like I could fake it a little bit easier, I knew how to look middle class 
more than people who had never been exposed to the standard culture. At 
least I knew how to look it even though I wasn’t. … I could get away with 
it. It was just easy for me to get those low-level jobs, like working in 
stores or waitress or something. 
Here she is basing her success on what she could “pull off,” overlooking the possibility 
that she may have been perceived as middle class and more competent simply because 
she is white. In saying she “knew how to look it,” she is emphasizing her achievement 
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rather than unearned privilege, which plays into assimilationist, bootstrap rhetoric that 
you will succeed if you try hard enough and adapt to societal norms and expectations. 
Although in noting that she “could fake it a little bit easier” she acknowledges the 
performativity of race and class, by placing her success on her acquisition of knowledge 
(therefore implying that others could, too), she overlooks the fact that she could perform 
whiteness while most of her nonwhite friends could not. She did the same later in the 
interview when talking about how she could navigate the system better than her nonwhite 
friends and neighbors. 
Even though we were poor, I was going to college. I had, you know, you 
just have those natural advantages of knowing how the system works or 
being able to comfortably move in different circles. Like I never felt, I 
didn’t walk into situations thinking that I didn’t belong there.  
Once again, even in acknowledging privilege she overlooks that she often had no reason 
to believe she didn’t belong because she was welcomed into and made comfortable in 
those circles because she was white. In claiming that she had “those natural advantages of 
knowing how the system works,” she fails to recognize that those skills are learned and 
that she was socialized into them in ways and situations that nonwhites are often not 
welcome in, if not excluded from. This may be the epitome of privilege—that you believe 
the advantages you enjoy and benefit from just come naturally.  
Although I never suspected it was insincere, these acknowledgements of the 
struggles and hardships that nonwhites have faced often came off as an obligatory 
disclosure. These white journalists may feel as if they are doing their “due diligence” in 
acknowledging the disadvantages nonwhites face, but they almost always do so without 
seriously interrogating the privileges they enjoy or their complicity in maintaining white 
 121
incumbency. This phenomenon is evidenced in which stories journalists discuss most 
when asked about the push for diversity in journalism. Almost without exception they 
focus on stories such as exposing discrimination against nonwhites, revealing how 
government or social service agencies fail to serve nonwhite communities, or, 
specifically in Lakeside, detailing how blacks were disproportionately affected by 
deindustrialization. (For more on that story, see chapter 5.) In Lakeside many journalists 
also took pride in the newspaper’s successful efforts to diversify its photo coverage after 
years where photographs of nonwhites were largely limited to crime, entertainment, and 
sports coverage. (The discussions were always about not having enough pictures of 
nonwhites in the newspaper, not having too many pictures of white people.) In the 
profession’s “push for diversity,” it becomes even harder to steer news coverage toward 
interrogating white privilege when journalists see so much success in focusing on 
nonwhites’ misfortunes. 
When did you feel your most white? 
To get a sense of their self-understanding as a white person and when whites might 
become conscious of their whiteness, I asked white journalists if they could remember a 
time when they felt their most white or they were most aware that they were white. Those 
who answered recalled a time when they were the only white people in certain situations 
or events, with a few specifically mentioning jazz concerts. A couple of people also 
pointed out how easy it was to forget about it after a while, often in an offhand manner 
that indicated it hadn’t occurred to them that it wouldn’t be so easy for nonwhites to do 
the same. However, one top editor did recognize this after being the only white person in 
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a session at a National Association of Black Journalists convention. He later talked with 
an African American coworker about how surprised he was that people there went out of 
their way to make him feel comfortable. “That’s because they know how you feel,” he 
was told, making him realize that he had not thought before that nonwhites might feel 
uncomfortable as the only nonwhite in the room. 
Another felt his most white when he was confronted with blackness. He recalled a 
time when he overheard the phone conversation of a coworker whom he described as “a 
guy who I think from the minute he woke up to the minute he went to sleep, never ever, 
ever, ever out of his mind was that he was a black man.” In the cubicle next to him, he 
could hear the coworker’s voice rise enough to hear him say: “There are times like that I 
just hate white people. I just hate ’em. It just, I can hardly control myself, I hate them so 
much.” Shocked, he asked himself: “Now what do I do? I mean I felt like about this big.” 
He said part of him felt angry, that he shouldn’t have to listen to that on the job, while 
another part wondered “what did white people do that made him hate ’em so much? What 
happened? What was this, you know, where does that come, where does that rage come 
from?” In the end, he said he just stayed at his desk and kept his head down and “just felt 
really, really, really white.” His uneasiness with being confronted with such an 
unyielding appraisal of whites is an example of how, as Griffin (1998) argues, “black 
consciousness … forces white consciousness, which is tremendously uncomfortable for 
most white people” (p. 6). 
 123
Conclusion 
Although journalists demonstrate a number of often contradictory identifications and self-
understandings about themselves and their work, such as commitments to diversity and 
neutrality, these conflicts are almost always resolved in favor of white incumbency. At 
other times, such as avoiding debates over naming, white journalists’ lack of awareness 
of racial and ethnic history and racial politics, paired with strong journalistic 
identifications with trying to be neutral, reinforce white incumbency based on an 
assumption that the status quo is a neutral baseline. These outcomes, however, clash with 
their identification with the need for more diversity and self-understandings of 
themselves as anti-racists. One of the key advantages of using the concept of 
identification rather than identity, then, is that we can first identify competing or 
overlapping identifications and then see which identifications take precedence over others 
and to what effect. This will make it much easier to intervene with problematic 
conventions and practices because it will be much easier to understand and untangle 
competing preferences and identifications than to take on and try to change some all 
encompassing journalistic identity. 
The lack of knowledge and unfamiliarity with racial issues, as well as white 
journalists’ lack of racial self-awareness (as racial subjects with racial interests), also 
means journalists often avoid potentially sensitive and controversial stories that could 
cause “shit storms.” As a result, journalists remain reluctant to step outside familiar 
frames and storylines, especially since they rarely have “experts” in covering racial and 
ethnic issues on their reporting or editing staffs. In addition, because whites rarely have to 
consider the benefits they enjoy from racial domination, they tend to see white privilege 
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as not having to contend with the obstacles and struggles that nonwhites face rather than 
the advantages they enjoy from white incumbency. All these contribute not only to 
journalistic conventions and practices that routinely produce stories that replay and 
reinforce racial hegemony but also to journalistic repertoires about those conventions and 
practices that avoid interrogations of journalists’ ongoing complicity in the maintenance 
of white incumbency. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
COLORBLINDNESS AND OBJECTIVITY: 
THE NAMES AREN’T SPOKEN, BUT THE GHOSTS STILL LOOM 
 
 
If you want to be able to write about race in the paper, in my 
experience the full-proof way to do it is, is to not be in your face, is 
to tell it like you would tell any other story and just let it seep in. 
Now, I’m not saying like the Leonard Pitts … don’t have a very 
important point, because some towns, including [Lakeside], need it 
to be in your face, but the, I guess my personality has just found it, 
the way I like to do it and the way I don’t get refused a lot … 
— NONWHITE LAKESIDE REPORTER 
Over the past thirty years amid its push to increase diversity in its newsrooms and news 
coverage, the U.S. mainstream press has increasingly embraced stories about “different 
cultures,” as many journalists I interviewed put it, be they about different cultural 
customs, practices, or experiences. However, these stories rarely directly address the 
historic power imbalances that continue to structure racial hierarchies in the United 
States. Although no journalists I interviewed expressly stated they were color-blind or 
that journalists should act as if race doesn’t exist in making news judgments, as the 
epigraph notes, it is difficult to directly engage race in the pages of U.S. newspapers. 
Many journalists find the best way to deal with race is indirectly, to not expressly 
contend, much less acknowledge, that race is a factor in a story. This is an ironic turn of 
events given that the push for diversity in journalism came from the exposure of power 
differentials in the representation of how race is lived in the United States. 
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Following intense criticism from the Kerner Commission report (The Kerner 
Report, 1988) after the urban uprisings in the late 1960s, U.S. newspapers and other news 
media launched a number of initiatives to increase the diversity of their newsrooms and 
news coverage. One of the most prominent initiatives was the 1978 goal by the American 
Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE) to match the percentage of nonwhites in 
newsrooms with the percentage of nonwhites not only nationwide but in the coverage 
areas of individual newspapers by the year 2000. (When ASNE first adopted its parity 
goal in 1978, nonwhite journalists comprised only about 4% of the total newsroom 
workforce. Nonwhites were about 20% of the U.S. population in the 1980 Census.) 
Realizing it would not be able to reach that goal, in 1998 ASNE adopted a new goal to 
seek parity by 2025 or sooner. Since then, while the nonwhite population has grown 
dramatically, the percentage of nonwhite journalists in newsrooms has held relatively 
steady—and in some years slightly decreased because of problems retaining nonwhite 
journalists in the profession ("Newsroom Employment up Slightly, Minority Numbers 
Plunge for Third Year," 2011). By 2010, nonwhite journalists held about 13% of 
newsroom jobs at daily newspapers while nonwhites made up about 36% of the U.S. 
population.1 
The industry faced many obstacles and challenges as it started adding nonwhite 
journalists to its ranks. Some white editors would assume nonwhite reporters couldn’t be 
“objective”2 in covering stories about race, and nonwhite reporters often felt they had to 
prove their neutrality and “objectivity” by doing negative stories about people of their 
own ethnicity or race (Newkirk, 2000). With increased newsroom diversity, the news 
media did start increasing coverage of nonwhite communities and issues seen as 
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important to those communities. While well-intentioned, some of these efforts produced 
rather simplistic stories riddled with essentialism, such as relying on coverage of ethnic 
festivals and holidays to add a little “color” to news reports (Heider, 2000; Wilson & 
Gutiérrez, 1995). The newspaper industry, most notably the Gannett newspaper chain, 
also was criticized for its attempts to measure improvements in diversifying its 
newspapers’ coverage by conducting audits of how many nonwhite faces appeared in 
their photographs or how diverse their sources were (Greenstein, 1999; McGowan, 2001). 
Sometimes this counting could work against more diverse coverage if editors thought 
they had being doing too many stories about a particular race or ethnicity. However, as 
Heider (2000) notes, “in covering the more dominant culture, news workers never ask 
how many White stories should be done today” (p. 38). 
Others noted problems with newspapers’ propensity to create “urban beats” that 
often produced stories that either celebrated diverse communities and individual 
achievements or detailed the discrimination or disadvantages nonwhites faced—but little 
in between. (For more on the tendency to dwell on the disadvantages nonwhites face, see 
chapters 3 and 5.) These “urban beats” were often filled with nonwhite reporters for a 
number of reasons, such as the assumption that nonwhite journalists would provide better 
coverage and that nonwhites wanted to work on them. Although it is true that many 
nonwhite journalists did prefer to work on these issues, they also were leery of being 
limited to them, or, as one Valleyville journalist termed it, “getting stuck on the taco 
beat.” As Pritchard and Stonbely (2007) note, the historical staffing of “urban beats” can 
create a form of racial profiling in the newsroom by channeling nonwhite reporters 
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toward these “urban beats” and away from traditional “power beats” covering 
government and politics. 
While the news media have moved away from many of these problematic 
practices, they still continually reinforce white incumbency through strong identifications 
with not taking sides, which often means not changing current policies (continuing to use 
the term illegal immigrant despite objections) or practices (relying on official sources and 
the “machinery of record”); avoiding stories they don’t have expertise in (often stories 
involving race and ethnicity); and focusing on nonwhite problems and disadvantages 
rather than white privileges. In fact, the increased coverage brought on by the news 
media’s diversity initiatives has been focused on expanding coverage into often 
overlooked areas, at expanding the center, not questioning it. The different stories that 
have been told are more like tell me what it’s like to be you (or maybe even more like the 
old W.E.B. DuBois phrase, “Tell me what it’s like to be a problem”), tell me what it 
means to be Hmong or black or Latina/o—but don’t make me think about what it means 
to be white. 
Pluralism vs. critical multiculturalism 
Glasser, Awad, and Kim (2009) argue that mainstream U.S. journalism “rests on a 
pluralist model of democracy that conserves the status quo, essentializes culture, and 
trivializes diversity” (p. 57). They note that pluralism “presupposes a broad political 
consensus” and, as one of pluralism’s prominent institutions, the U.S. mainstream news 
media have traditionally responded to calls for change “slowly, incrementally, and 
without paying much attention to ‘sweeping programs of comprehensive and coordinated 
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reconstruction’ ” (pp. 58–59). This particularly applies to the news media’s diversity 
efforts, in which U.S. newsrooms gradually increased their hiring of nonwhite journalists 
and adjusted some practices that added coverage of nonwhites but did little to change or 
challenge coverage or representations of whites or the power structures that perpetuate 
white incumbency. Thus, as Glasser et al. note, mainstream U.S. journalism has shown a 
greater commitment to pluralism by confining its commitment to diversity “to a set of 
narrowly conceived newsroom initiatives and consequently [forfeiting] any role it might 
play in the resolution of the very issues the pluralist model accepts as unproblematic” 
(p. 59), such as important issues of power relations, be they social, political, or economic. 
Over the years, U.S. journalists, through organizations such as ASNE, have stated 
that increasing diversity is critical for newsrooms to carry out their role in a democracy. 
However, Glasser et al. (2009) argue that the role the mainstream press has envisioned 
for itself “rests on a model of pluralism that leaves more or less unquestioned the basic 
values of free enterprise and consumer choice” (p. 58) and in fact takes a laissez-faire 
free-enterprise approach toward democracy itself. 
Just as laissez-faire economists emphasize the importance of choice 
among competing products and services, with the expectation that what is 
good will prevail over time, pluralists emphasize the importance of 
“constant negotiation” among groups with competing interests, with the 
expectation that the “consent of all will be won in the long run.” (p. 60) 
This faith that “the good will prevail over time” was expressed by several journalists 
through various versions of the self-righting principle that the “truth will win out,” most 
pointedly by one white Lakeside editor who said: 
I think that if journalists are doing the job we talked about earlier, the 
complete, fair-minded, asking questions until you really understand what’s 
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going on, going beneath the surface to tell the story as completely and 
truthfully as you can, if a reporter does that, they don’t have to worry 
about the bias stuff because it will all come out in the wash. 
This, of course, is a view of privilege; it is much easier to believe that it will “come out in 
the wash” if things are already working out for you or your history or your family’s 
history leads you to believe that things will eventually work out for you. 
Although pluralists stress the importance of “constant negotiation” among groups, 
Glasser et al. (2009) argue pluralism discounts claims that might weaken it, especially 
when challenges come from cultural groups such as racial and ethnic groups. 
By equating cultural groups with interest groups, pluralism accepts a 
utilitarian calibration of culture which robs groups, however 
disadvantaged they may be, of the grounds for whatever substantive 
claims they might have regarding their rights and opportunities to 
participate in the larger society. In other words, groups in a pluralist 
society compete—that is participate—on the basis of their “private” self-
interest rather than on the basis of any collective or common “public” 
interest. (p. 61) 
The tendency to equate cultural groups with interest groups was evident in several 
interviews with journalists, most pointedly by one white Lakeside editor who, when 
responding to criticism from the gay community, said, “Yeah, it’s hard, it’s hard with 
special interest groups.” The equation of cultural groups with interest groups is also 
problematic because when they do express their interests they are often treated as people 
seeking “special privileges.” The equation of cultural groups with interest groups also 
leads to a decided reluctance among journalists to really engage criticisms about news 
coverage from racial and ethnic groups, especially when they think those groups want be 
treated differently.  
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Much of this, I believe, stemmed from a well-meaning fear of over-generalizing. 
Many journalists, both white and nonwhite, took great care to not make any comments 
that could be perceived as essentialist and often made it a point to correctly note there is 
diversity within various ethnic or racial groups. Journalists were even reluctant to get 
specific about their own ethnic and racial groups, especially whites as they struggled to 
answer the question “What does it mean to be white?” Many mistook the question as a 
call to describe the attributes and characteristics of whites and avoided providing any 
specifics, such as this white Valleyville editor. 
Well, once again, you know, I think that there’s great diversity in white 
people, too. Whether it’s like I said, whether you have kids, whether you 
don’t, whether you’re getting on in years, whether you’re just starting out, 
whether you’re evangelical, and whether you’re Unitarian. I mean, you 
know, there’s just all sorts of different ways of slicing up that loaf of white 
bread. 
These strident reminders that not all whites, blacks, Latinas/os, and Asians are or think 
alike often served as a way—intentionally or not—to deflect discussions away from 
issues of difference as well as avoid direct engagement with criticisms about how 
nonwhites are treated by the news media, such as complaints from community members 
about how news coverage focuses on the negative and portrays nonwhites as problems. 
As a result, journalists would seldom see the expression of group interests regarding news 
coverage, or other issues as well. Rather, afraid they might possibly fall into the trap that 
“they all think alike,” many journalists would not really weigh these concerns and instead 
would often consider them the individual complaints of a disenchanted few. 
Although the journalists’ intent is likely to avoid or undo essentialist racism, 
Frankenberg (1993) notes this also leads them “back into complicity with structural and 
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institutional dimensions of inequality” (p. 143). This kind of avoidance is by no means 
limited to journalists, for as May (1999) notes, “it is almost de rigueur in this postmodern 
age to dismiss any articulation of group-based identity as essentialist—a totalizing 
discourse that excludes and silences as much as it includes and empowers” (p. 13). 
Regardless of intent, when it involves journalism and its centrality in the social 
construction of reality, these silences, however well-meaning they may be, often 
perpetuate white incumbency and leave problematic journalistic conventions and 
practices largely unexamined. 
Not only is there the problematic equation of cultural groups and interest groups 
in a pluralistic society, Glasser et al. (2009) argue, pluralism in principle “precludes any 
critique of the quality of political participation beyond what individuals or groups of 
individuals can secure by and for themselves” (p. 61). Rather than accept the assumption 
that a pluralistic, market-oriented view of democracy is inherently fair and impartial, 
Glasser et al. call for a critical multiculturalist approach that “makes adjustments for, 
rather than disregards, patterns of social inequality” (p. 60). The pluralistic conception of 
politics masks historical power imbalances in society (Glasser, et al., 2009, p. 60) by 
glossing over history that, when it comes to racial and ethnic groups, is rife with 
“relations of oppression, domination, marginalization, exploitation, and denigration” 
(Benhabib, 1999, p. 404). 
Not only do we need to acknowledge this history, Taylor (1994) argues we need 
to adopt a more complex and thorough view of recognition where we acknowledge that 
“nonrecognition or misrecognition can inflict harm, can be a form of oppression, 
imprisoning someone in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of being. Due recognition is 
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not just a courtesy we owe people. It is a vital human need” (p. 26). Much of the diversity 
efforts in journalism have focused on nonrecognition (lack of coverage of certain groups) 
and misrecognition (falling on stereotypes) but have yet to fully interrogate how 
conventions and practices keep journalists from consistently (admittedly there are the 
occasional big projects) giving some people and groups—and their interests—due 
recognition (more equal and just representation) or from recognizing that this due 
recognition is a vital human need. To do this journalists must acknowledge and address 
historical power imbalances and recognize that due recognition will require a critical 
multiculturalist sense of justice as “a public and collective effort to achieve political 
parity among all social perspectives (along with the interests associated with them), 
including, especially, the perspectives (and interests) of systematically disenfranchised 
individuals and groups” (Glasser, et al., 2009, pp. 62–63). 
Power evasion 
The greatest obstacle to acknowledging and addressing historical power imbalances is the 
steadfast reluctance among whites and journalists to even talk about them in the first 
place. As noted earlier, in my fieldwork I did not come across any strict “color-blind” 
journalists who insisted that they do not “see” racial and ethnic differences. Instead, there 
was more of what Frankenberg (1993) calls a “selective engagement with difference” 
(p. 143). For example, when I asked journalists about diversity, they almost always talked 
about the importance of recognizing different “cultures” and “backgrounds.” Although 
this was not limited to the usual trite cultural topics of food and music, there was by no 
means an engagement with or even a mention of power differences between whites and 
 134
historically marginalized ethnic and racial groups. They would rightfully note the 
importance of recognizing that some people may look at things differently because of 
their backgrounds, but specific differences were rarely mentioned and there was never 
any serious engagement with possible social or political reasons for different 
perspectives, such as being a member of the “default” culture or being marginalized or 
consistently misrepresented in society. 
As a result, this selective embrace of “cultural and other parameters of diversity” 
(Frankenberg, 1993, p. 143) without discussion of any specifics or consequences of 
difference leads to what Kenny (2000) calls being “unconsciously race conscious,” which 
in the end leads to “a multiculturalism of inconsequence” (p. 191). Frankenberg (1993) 
argues that power evasion and power blindness are permutations of color evasion because 
even though they do not deny any kind of difference, they tend to only allow “into 
conscious scrutiny—even conscious embrace—those differences that make the speaker 
feel good but [continue] to evade by means of partial description, euphemism, and self-
contradiction those that make the speaker feel bad” (pp. 156–157). In a later work, 
Frankenberg (2001, p. 91) defined this as “power-evasive race cognizance” (p. 91). 
Some scholars argue that avoiding issues that may cause discomfort and ill 
feelings actually ends up creating distance and resentment in the long run. Although there 
is often “a desire to overcome interracial hostility behind the impulse toward power-
blindness,” Frankenberg (1993) notes, the ultimate effect is often “a lack of attention to 
the areas of power imbalance that in fact generate hostility, social distance, and ‘bad 
feelings’ in general” (p. 157). As May (1999) notes:  
It is a significant irony that conservative and liberal commentators fail to 
recognize that ethnic conflict and fragmentation arise most often not when 
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compromises are made between ethnic groups or when formal ethnic, 
linguistic and/or religious rights are accorded some degree of recognition, 
but when these have been historically avoided, suppressed or ignored. 
(pp. 20–21) 
It is even more critical, then, for journalists to acknowledge and engage, rather than 
avoid, power differentials so they can regularly be discussed and debated in order to 
negotiate and renegotiate needed compromises among various groups. 
A particular and pernicious form of Frankenberg’s “power-evasive race 
cognizance,” I believe, is the requirement for intent to redress racial inequities, which 
Flagg (1993) argues reassures whites “that all is well so long as we avoid the conscious 
use of race-specific bases for decision” (pp. 987–988). While many whites—sometimes 
begrudgingly, sometimes obligingly, sometimes sincerely—acknowledge historical 
power imbalances and/or existing racial inequalities, they tend to see the need to take 
action against only those policies and practices that have intentional racially disparate 
effects. So, in effect, many whites are race cognizant in acknowledging power 
differentials, but they are power-evasive in their need for proof of intent to do something 
about them. Flagg argues this “reflects a distinctively white way of thinking about race” 
because whites have far more confidence in race-neutral decision-making than nonwhites 
(p. 968). Thus, requiring proof of intent for redress of racial inequities serves as a key 
defense for white incumbency. As Flagg notes: 
Retaining the intent requirement in the face of its demonstrated failure to 
effectuate substantial racial justice is indicative of a complacency 
concerning, or even a commitment to, the racial status quo that can only 
be enjoyed by those who are its beneficiaries—by white people. (p. 969) 
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This troublesome need for intent is often seen in journalists when reacting to 
criticisms about certain stories but even more so about the inherent bias of many 
journalistic conventions and practices. (For more on this, see chapter 5.) When pressed, 
many journalists willingly acknowledge (or won’t deny) that journalism’s institutional 
bias privileges the status quo, but they quickly note it is an unintentional consequence of 
the watchdog function of the press. Furthermore, they rarely, if ever, agree that 
journalistic conventions and practices should be significantly, or even minimally, 
changed to correct or counteract this inherent bias. While this is likely the result of an 
overriding identification with the watchdog function, even when asked about it directly 
journalists rarely acknowledge they have consciously decided that some institutional bias 
is an acceptable tradeoff for fulfilling journalism’s watchdog function. In fact, several 
journalists brushed off claims of institutional bias as a broken record, signaling a 
complacency similar to what Flagg argues about whites and the racial status quo. 
In talking about the push for diversity in journalism, many journalists expressed 
various versions of these power-evasive discourses, such as the selective engagement 
with difference, the embrace of cultural parameters of diversity, and the impulse toward 
power-blindness through the lack of attention to areas of power imbalances.  
 Plumbing corners of our universe 
The most frequent reason journalists gave for supporting the push for diversity in 
journalism was the need to “reflect the community.” Although at times they would 
mention the need to hire more nonwhite journalists so the newsroom would look like the 
community, they rarely, if ever, mentioned parity: having newsroom staffs match the 
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racial and ethnic makeup of their communities. Rather, increased diversity was promoted 
as an avenue to better coverage. The “reflect” metaphor was used often (and will be seen 
later in the chapter in discussions about “objectivity”), with language such as “the goal is 
to really be a mirror to the population” or, as one Valleyville editor said, “I think the 
better you reflect the community, then the more connection you have with that 
community.” Others emphasized that more diversity creates avenues to new stories, or as 
one top Valleyville editor put it, to “plumb corners of our universe we don’t look at. If 
there’s a fresh hunting ground, we’re all for finding them.”  
In addition to finding stories “in different corners of this community,” some 
journalists, white and nonwhite, emphasized that having nonwhite journalists on their 
staffs helps them be more sensitive in their coverage of various racial and ethnic 
communities. This was most pointedly mentioned in Valleyville in the case of the 
Hmong, a relatively new yet substantial ethnic group whose customs and culture were 
unfamiliar to longtime white and Latina/o reporters and editors. One Hmong reporter said 
she was proud to serve as a resource because “I’m just more sensitive to issues and 
stories about the Hmong because I am from the community and I understand and I can 
predict how they react. So if anything, I’m there as a precaution.” This was highly valued 
by several Valleyville editors, including one editor who worked with the reporter on a 
series about a high-profile controversy in the Hmong community. The editor said: 
It just brings some complications that I wouldn’t have, but I wouldn’t have 
the ability to understand, you know, when I was getting to maybe cross a 
trip wire into, now they won’t talk to me, what did I do? How would I 
know? But she can understand and know what the trip wire is and be 
careful to step over it or around it but not to go right through it.  
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In this case, having a reporter familiar with the Hmong community and customs helped 
avoid any of those “surprises” the top Lakeside editor feared (as discussed in chapter 3). 
For example, following the arrests of a number of Hmong men accused of plotting to 
overthrow the communist government of Laos, there was a story on the search and 
seizure of gold bars and large amounts of cash in one home, which many would assume 
was stashed away as part of the alleged conspiracy. The reporter quoted sources in the 
story noting that it is not an uncommon practice for many Hmong to keep large sums of 
money and gold in their homes because of a long history of not trusting banks. “It’s never 
been done before, why would they do it now?” the reporter asked. “It could have very 
well been because of the conspiracy, but I think it’s just important to add the context.” 
This increased awareness and sensitivity was cited by many journalists as the 
most significant contribution that more diverse staffs have made to news coverage. One 
experienced nonwhite editor noted that even if newspapers haven’t lived up to their goals 
in diversity hiring, “it has caused an awareness that has resulted in broader … and more 
nuanced coverage of minority communities and minority issues. … So it was a worthy 
effort, I think.” Others also stressed that more diverse staffs have helped generate a wider 
variety of story ideas. One white Lakeside editor recalled working at another paper as 
part of a very diverse features writing team that routinely came up with “the best story 
ideas.” 
I realized this is not a fluke. The reason we’re getting good story ideas is 
we’re doing good brainstorming and we’ve got people who live in all 
different parts of town and come to work with all different perspectives on 
what normal is and what news is and a lot of it is influenced by their 
background, their culture, whatever.  
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The editor said the team members were not chosen for their race or ethnicity (“that was a 
total crap shoot”), but from that experience he learned that “the more diverse a staff you 
have, the better, the better those stories ideas are gonna bubble up and reflect a diverse 
community. So, to me, it’s just from a practical standpoint, it makes for better 
journalism.” While I don’t doubt the editor’s insights about the advantages of diversity, 
especially in his perceptive comment about “different perspectives on what normal is,” 
some of the language used by the editor and others often indicates a too passive approach 
to diversifying news coverage. For example, when I asked another Lakeside editor 
whether having a more diverse staff has improved the newspaper’s journalism, the editor 
said, “Oh, yeah, yeah, of course, it just naturally has, and it’s just, umm, it’s just knowing 
your community.” Although well-meaning and genuinely invested in the pursuit of more 
diverse coverage, these two editors’ references to diverse coverage just bubbling up or 
“naturally” improving journalism play into another problematic aspect of newsroom 
diversity initiatives: portraying them as just plain smart or self-evident, or “a push for 
common sense,” as one Lakeside editor put it.  
The idea of diversity as smart or self-evident is also seen in arguments for more 
diversity as simply good business. Although the ASNE mission statement argues more 
diversity is needed in newsrooms “to cover communities fully, to carry out their role in a 
democracy, and to succeed in the marketplace,” Mellinger (2003) notes ASNE leaders 
have often emphasized the latter by framing the need for more diverse newsrooms “more 
as a bottom line issue and a problem of demographics than a need to be equitable and 
inclusive—a diversion” that perpetuates white incumbency (p. 141). Mellinger argues 
that presenting hiring more nonwhites “as an astute business maneuver has had the effect 
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of ‘othering’ and commodifying minority readers and journalists” (p. 142). In an analysis 
of ASNE’s “Discourse of Diversity,” Mellinger also argues that missteps in diversity 
initiatives (falling short on hiring goals and marginalizing journalists of color) are 
characterized as bad for business rather than further injustices against historically 
marginalized groups. 
These approaches skirt really addressing the reasons newsrooms need to diversify 
in the first place, such as long-standing, systemic power inequities in the ongoing social 
construction of reality. Seeing improving diversity as self-evident reinforces the idea that 
it is something additive to the journalistic mission, that all we need to do is just expand 
the center, not challenge and rethink the center as well as journalistic conventions and 
practices and assumptions about what constitutes news. This additive approach becomes 
even more problematic amid today’s shrinking newsrooms where subtraction has become 
the norm. Solutions to difficult, often intractable questions are never self-evident. 
Portraying the push for diversity as just smart or self-evident makes it easier to limit 
corrections to more superficial efforts (expanding reporters’ source lists, adding “urban” 
beats) and avoid difficult questions about how to correct and compensate for a long 
history of nonrepresentation and misrepresentation; how to interrogate cultural 
assumptions that privilege white cultural norms; and when to override identifications 
with being neutral and unbiased that often serve to protect white incumbency. In other 
words, it will lead to mere adjustments to, rather than re-evaluations of, journalistic 
norms and conventions and practices, a clear example of what Fraser (1998) calls an 
affirmative remedy for injustice that is “aimed at correcting inequitable outcomes of 
social arrangements without disturbing the underlying framework that generates them” 
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(p. 31). Also, diversity often couched as smart, self-evident, and obviously good for 
business rings hollow without a communitarian sense of justice that journalists are averse 
to acknowledging because of their overriding identifications with not taking sides in 
political and cultural disputes. 
Power-evasive diversity: Steering toward the personal 
The most distinct way journalists avoid race is by rarely talking about it. Much of the 
time, a nonwhite Lakeside editor said, race remains “the 800-pound gorilla in the room,” 
and as a result “it’s very difficult to have race conversations at meetings. We shut down 
when it comes to racial things.” A top white Lakeside editor said race is a subject in news 
meetings, but “you’ll hear it more in terms of, oh I don’t think that many people would be 
interested in that, or that just doesn’t affect that many of our readers. And those are code 
for, I think, in my opinion, that’s code for, ‘Oh that’s about poor black people, put it on 
1B.’ … So yeah, I would say those discussions happen, they just happen with different 
words.” A nonwhite Lakeside reporter said that to “turn things into race things … doesn’t 
get you very far if you’re trying to do, make changes. … You have to be careful about 
how you wear your race in the newsroom because it’s touchy still, and nobody wants it 
forced down their throat.”  
Even when some whites do want to talk about race, they often talk about it in 
ways that make them feel more comfortable. For example, when I asked one reporter how 
she identified herself, she emphatically said “black.” 
KD: And why black and not African American or anything else? 
REPORTER: Because I think African American is a safe word. 
KD: How so? 
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REPORTER: It just to me is one of those words that literally has a softer 
tone to it. … And so to me it is a word that white people can say and use 
and it makes them feel a little more comfortable in asking questions or 
making statements about black people. … I just feel like sometimes it just 
sounds like a safer word, maybe because it’s “politically correct.” 
I’ve always felt like, whenever someone’s wanted to ask me a 
sensitive question about being black, they kind of went into the lofty 
voice, the lofty academic voice, and used the word, you know, something 
like, “Well, so how do African Americans feel about Barack Obama and 
the opportunities he might bring?” Something like that. … It’s something 
about the term African American that makes people feel safe.  
KD: Well, one thing I didn’t think about it until you were just saying 
this, I wonder if it’s like almost a way to remove the politics out of it?  
REPORTER: It is. And that drives me nuts. And I think it drives me nuts 
because it’s like, not only like is that a copout to try to remove the politics 
from it, but it’s also, since when did the word black become so political? 
I would argue that the reason whites are more comfortable with the term African 
American as opposed to black is because black reminds them that they are white, and 
that’s something many whites are uncomfortable with. Also, it is more comfortable for 
them to think that African Americans may have different perspectives about things 
because they grew up in a different “culture” as opposed to growing up in a different 
level in the nation’s racial hierarchy. It is yet another way for them to avoid the historic 
racial power differentials in U.S. society. 
The predominant way journalists avoided historical power differences was 
through an emphasis on the individual. When talking about the Register’s approach 
toward diverse stories, a top white editor said they try to “steer toward the social and the 
personal” and noted the work of one reporter who he said “sees everyone is a unique 
person and has a story to tell.” This Valleyville reporter talked at length about how she 
tries “to never write about anyone as a race. I’m trying to write everybody that I write 
about as full human beings.” The reporter, who is white, maintained that “you can’t tell a 
good tale about a community, you really have to find the individual stories.” Although 
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she adamantly denies trying to erase difference (“that’s what makes it really interesting”), 
her strident emphasis on telling individual stories and writing about “full human beings” 
is reminiscent of color-blind rhetoric. In further explaining her approach to narrative 
journalism, the reporter said: 
I won’t say, you know, I won’t go in and say, I want to write a story about 
the Mexican community. I’ll say, I met this really cool woman, you know, 
Olivia Rodríguez, and this is her story. She happens to be Mexican and her 
story might represent something that a lot of people in that community are 
going through, but I’m looking for individual tales. … I’m looking for 
stories, for individual stories that might represent bigger things if you want 
to read it that way, but at the heart is a story, is a reality of this person, that 
family. 
Her reference to individual stories that might represent larger issues if the readers want to 
see it that way echoes the comments of the nonwhite reporter in the epigraph who argued 
that if you want to write about race, you have to let it “seep in.” Either way, in both cases 
readers are able to remain what Kenny (2000) calls being “unconsciously race conscious” 
(p. 191) and not think about racial power imbalances.  
This approach of finding “a universality to people” also was mentioned by a 
nonwhite Lakeside reporter who once told prospective editors in a job interview that she 
“would like to write about diversity and ethnic communities in a nonpolitical way, not in 
a way that points out how different these communities are but actually in a way that 
makes you realize how alike, how similar we all are. I want you to read stories and be 
able to say … that’s kind of like what we do, you know.” She said her experiences as a 
feature writer have often been different from other nonwhite reporters because of how 
she tells stories. 
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It sounds like fun culture, it sounds like the Joy Luck Club, or it sounds 
like Soul Food movie, sounds like, hey that’s so great, I wish my mom 
was like that, I wish my mom was funny. And, the flip side of it, people 
have said they don’t have the, baggage is not the word, they always say 
you should write about that, that’s so interesting because I don’t have that. 
So, I don’t think people approach me as if I carry, you know, anything 
extra, other than, you know, funny stories. 
In other words, in applying Frankenberg’s work, she has found success in taking a power-
evasive race cognizant approach to her storytelling with a selective embrace of the 
cultural parameters of diversity, a multiculturalism of inconsequence that highlights the 
fun culture that makes readers feel good while evading stories (reminders of power 
imbalances) that make readers feel bad. Or, as an African-American community member 
in Valleyville described the Register’s approach to diverse stories: “Everything that’s 
light, Kumbaya … none of the down and dirty stuff.” 
This power evasion was seen in the white Valleyville reporter who explicitly 
expressed an aversion to politics when she said she was “not looking so much for the 
divisive things as the universal things” in her stories. In her characterization of a 
nonwhite reporter she had once worked with you see her impulse toward Frankenberg’s 
power-evasive race cognizance. 
I’m not coming at it the way someone, you know, [the other reporter is] 
very political, and [the reporter is] not a storyteller. … [The reporter has] 
got this almost ax to grind, how many of this people were in the paper, 
how many of that people were in the paper. … But I’m driving around and 
I’m telling the stories, the stories that are around me and the diversity 
should come naturally. 
She stakes out the high ground when she posits herself as someone who is “looking for 
the things that are universal” but particularizes the other reporter in arguing that “she 
tends to think that anybody of color is her beat,” a troublesome allusion to a sense of 
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tribalism. In characterizing the other reporter as “very political,” she fails to see that 
trying not to be political is a very political move itself. There is nothing more political 
than claiming you are not political and others are. This is further complicated by her 
saying the other reporter has “got this almost ax to grind,” implying she has an agenda. 
While I certainly don’t think newspapers should not be telling individual stories 
or not writing about people as “full human beings,” I do find it problematic that stories of 
difference that make it into newspapers predominantly are individual stories or stories of 
cultural differences that make readers feel good or comfortable. Not only are they 
successful with readers, I also found that these types of stories are often the most 
celebrated within newsrooms. The work of the white Valleyville and nonwhite Lakeside 
reporters was lauded by many journalists in their respective newsrooms as examples of 
the kind of diverse reporting they would like to see more of in the newspaper. Those 
stories that are “adding to the mix and not questioning the mix,” as the nonwhite 
Lakeside reporter described some of her work, are the stories that most easily find their 
way in to the newspaper. Meanwhile, others’ work that addresses racial issues more 
directly is characterized as “very political” or “too ideological,” as one nonwhite reporter 
was characterized by a top editor. All this again leads to what Kenny calls “a 
multiculturalism of inconsequence.” 
The tenacious hold of ‘objectivity’ on journalism 
Once the very foundation of U.S. journalism, the faith in “objectivity” has waned 
considerably over the years. Of the sixty journalists I interviewed, not one stated a 
steadfast belief that they could be truly “objective” in their work. Still, like Mindich 
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(1998) argues, I found that despite their disavowals of pure “objectivity,” journalists still 
aim for it, define themselves by it, and practice the rituals of “objectivity” that they 
believe will shield them from criticism (p. 10). Journalists remain so deeply invested in 
avoiding the appearance of bias that the “strategic rituals” discussed by Tuchman (1972) 
continue to have a deep structural force in newsrooms. 
This contradiction between words and deeds is often enabled by the elusive nature 
of “objectivity,” which, like whiteness, is defined by what it is not, or as Mindich (1998) 
notes, is defined “in the breech, citing journalists who break its rules” (p. 1). Despite this 
elusiveness, or maybe because of it, scholars still have not stopped trying to come up 
with different descriptions or metaphors for the practice of “objectivity.” Mindich (1998) 
uses four metaphors to explore the “slipperiness of objectivity”: the window to the world, 
the mirror, the net, and the seesaw (pp. 6–8). Under the window metaphor, audiences get 
a special window that somehow looks onto the world and all that is going on—simply the 
world itself. This is one of the oldest ways to describe “objectivity” in journalism. 
Schiller (1979) has argued that the rhetoric of “objectivity” in the late 1800s “drew 
explicitly from the general belief that the new technology of photography afforded an 
exactly accurate and universally recognizable copy of reality” (p. 4). Of course, the 
window metaphor overlooks questions about where the window is pointing and the 
thickness, colors, or sizes of the glass (Mindich, 1998, p. 6). 
The idea of news as a mirror that “reflects reality” was one of the strongest and 
most frequent metaphors used by journalists in my interviews. In fact, it was so prevalent 
that it would be hard to think of one journalist who didn’t use the “reflect” metaphor in 
one way or another. Most often it was in references such as “reflecting the community,” 
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“reflecting the diversity of the community,” or publishing “a living, breathing everyday 
product that somehow reflects what’s going on in the community.” This metaphor 
doesn’t take into consideration the reality that is constructed when journalists consistently 
choose to reflect some parts of reality or some parts of the community more than others. 
It also assumes that the mirror can create a perfect reflection, which is never possible 
because every mirror distorts its reflection to some extent, even if it is not as obvious as 
the distortions we see in carnival funhouse mirrors. 
The net metaphor describes reporters as casting out nets and hauling back the 
news of the day. Under this metaphor, Mindich (1998) argues, “the haul is dependent on 
what’s in the waters on a given day” (p. 7). This metaphor is also evident in reporters’ 
talk of how they just “go where the news is,” as one Valleyville journalist said, where 
they throw the nets where they know they will find news. Both these ideas, however, see 
newsworthiness as self-evident, not the result of news norms. They don’t account for 
what they are fishing for in the first place, how journalists decide where to throw their 
nets, that some “fish” want to and know how to get caught in the nets, and, even more 
importantly, what is often thrown back in the water.  
Another metaphor alluded to in all interviews was the seesaw, where journalists 
seek to provide balance by giving readers “both sides of the story so they can make up 
their own mind.” One reporter combined the net and seesaw metaphors in arguing that it 
was a journalist’s responsibility to “to try to see issues from different perspectives and 
include, and make sure your list of sources [your net] … includes people who can provide 
you with a variety of viewpoints.” As Mindich (1998) notes, this is based on the idea that 
journalists can find truth by offering two competing truth claims in a fair and balanced 
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way (p. 7). Of course, this doesn’t account for who is picked to sit on each side, how 
many people are not allowed a seat on the seesaw, how some people almost always get a 
seat, and how much ideological work journalists do when making these choices. Most 
importantly, journalists decide where the seesaw’s fulcrum is—perhaps the most political 
of all decisions. The fulcrum is not a fixed point as often is assumed under this metaphor. 
The middle, especially the political center, is always in flux, and the assumed center has 
great influence on how stories are framed and who is considered too “out there” to get a 
seat on the seesaw. For example, there are routine references to four U.S. Supreme Court 
justices as “liberal,” yet they would be considered centrist or even somewhat 
conservative on past courts. This, of course, limits the range of possible nominees to the 
high court, where many past justices would be considered far too liberal today. Also, 
some consider Richard Nixon our “last liberal president” (Chomsky, 2000; "The Last 
Liberal President," 2010). If the political center has moved that much to the right, there 
must be many voices on the left now considered too radical for a seat on the seesaw. 
All descriptions and metaphors, as Mindich (1998) notes, “share the idea that 
somehow journalism is an ‘objective’ craft and that journalists are engaged in a passive 
endeavor” (p. 7).  
Whether sitting in a window, holding up a mirror, casting a net, or inviting 
participants to ride on a seesaw, journalists, the story goes, are not active 
constructors of a story. Even when more active verbs are used to describe 
reportage, as when journalists “gather” the facts or “uncover” the story, 
they are still basically observers, poking their noses in to an area where 
others have not yet gone. (p. 7) 
In other words, the news is something that happens to journalists, not something actively 
constructed by them. But as Mindich notes, “journalists do do things” (p. 7). The biggest 
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problem with these passive metaphors is that they make it easier for journalists to 
overlook or ignore how much they are active participants in the ongoing social 
construction of reality in deciding where they point their windows and mirrors, where 
they cast their nets, and whom they let on the seesaw. This is particularly troublesome 
when journalists talk about “reflecting reality” or wanting their news report to be a 
“reflection of the community.” Reflection seems a little simplistic, as in you just move 
the mirror around here and there and it is only important that you move the mirror around 
to different places. However, these metaphors make it easier to overlook or take into 
consideration the reality that is created when journalists choose to reflect some things 
more than others, that the news is more a selection of reality than a reflection of reality. 
While many journalists may see “reflection of reality” as a rather innocuous metaphor for 
the work they do, it is not so innocuous if you have been historically left out of or 
misrepresented by journalism’s selection of reality. 
“Objectivity” also is seen as a defense mechanism, where the “rituals” of 
“objectivity” are built around defenses against anticipated criticism about which stories 
journalists choose to tell (or not tell) and how they tell those stories. Schudson (1978) and 
Tuchman (1972) describe “objectivity” as a way to escape responsibility and argue 
“objectivity” is a set of concrete conventions that “persist because they reduce the extent 
to which reporters themselves can be held responsible for the words they write” 
(Schudson, 1978, p. 186). It becomes a way for journalists to say what they do is out of 
their hands (the net catches whatever “news” happens to be in the water), where 
“objectivity” becomes a disingenuous cover for power (Schudson, 1978, p. 159). Thus, 
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“objectivity” becomes more an awkward defense of than a forthright affirmation 
(Schudson, 1978, p. 158) about what journalists do. 
In describing how journalists claim “objectivity,” Tuchman (1972) lays out a 
number of different strategic rituals they use to anticipate and deflect possible criticism of 
their stories: presenting conflicting possibilities (a version of the seesaw), presenting 
supporting evidence, carefully using quotation marks, and structuring information in a 
proper sequence (pp. 665–671). These practices stand “as a bulwark between themselves 
and critics” (p. 660), be they editors, sources, or general audiences. Journalists can claim 
“objectivity” by simply presenting competing truth-claims, not verifying them (p. 665). 
Of course, like with the seesaw, there is always a problem with whom journalists turn to 
for conflicting possibilities. They are predominantly what journalists consider “reliable” 
and more “credible” sources such as elected and public officials; presumed experts on 
various subjects (think tank scholars); or people with the knowledge or resources to 
position themselves as potential sources (public relations officials, advocacy group 
leaders). For example, a black Valleyville community member talked extensively about 
the public relations might the city’s police chief or certain organizations, such as Habitat 
for Humanity, which can readily land a story on the front page or the cover of the local 
section. “That will tell you what PR does. … That’s part of the inequality … exposure,” 
the community member said. Also, in finding supporting evidence, all too often 
journalists rely on finding and citing additional “facts” that are commonly accepted as 
“truth” (p. 667), much of which is based on “common sense.” This of course overlooks 
that common sense itself is a social construction that is the result of much ideological 
work (Hall, 1996a; Omi & Winant, 1994; Reeves & Campbell, 1994; Williams, 1977). 
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In presenting supporting evidence, Tuchman notes, journalists often cite and 
locate additional “facts,” which are “commonly accepted as ‘truth’ ” (Tuchman, 1972). 
Of course, how “facts” become commonly accepted as “truth” is a highly political 
process. In discussing how journalists came to believe they could separate facts from 
values, Schudson (1978) argues journalists replaced their naïve faith in facts with an 
allegiance to rules and procedures for testing “facts.” 
“Objectivity, in this sense, means that a person’s statements about the 
world can be trusted if they are submitted to established rules deemed 
legitimate by a professional community. Facts here are not aspects of the 
world, but consensually validated statements about it. (Schudson, 1978, 
p. 7).  
In other words, to take a seemingly obvious example, the sky is blue not because it’s 
inherently blue but because we have all agreed that it’s blue or we have all agreed to call 
it blue. All these slippery definitions of “objectivity” are similar to elusive definitions of 
whiteness: they are both often defined by what they are not rather than assertions about 
what they are. However, as argued about the process of whiteness in chapter 1, it is far 
more important to focus on what “objectivity” does, not what it is. 
The consequences of ‘objectivity’ 
As noted earlier, journalists who eschew “objectivity” still maintain that they try to be 
fair, using the same conventions and practices associated with “objectivity” to do so. 
However, many studies have shown that journalism’s conventions and practices produce 
a bias toward the status quo through their privileging of official sources and how they 
judge bias and credibility—through what they consider news (Breed, 1955; Carter, 
Branston, & Allan, 1998; Gans, 1980; Gitlin, 1980; Hall, et al., 1978; Molotch & Lester, 
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1999; Reeves & Campbell, 1994; Schudson, 1978, 2003; Tuchman, 1972, 1978). 
Schudson (2003) argues the quest for “objectivity” is itself a source of bias and outlines 
five frequent distortions: event-centered, action-centered, and person-centered news; 
negative news; detached news; technical news; and official news (p. 48). 
Event- and action-centered news relies on routine events or actions such as 
government meetings, hearings, or court proceedings as well as the “machinery of 
record” such as police reports, jail logs, and government reports that can consistently 
provide journalists with news. This can also lead to manufactured events such as news 
conferences, protests, or publicity stunts and can privilege those who know how to and 
can work the press. Individual or person-centered news leads to an over-emphasis on 
personalities rather than issues or structural forces. For example, under this distortion 
campaign-finance stories can merely focus on the individual misconduct of Jack 
Abramoff or Tom Delay and avoid addressing problems with the overall structures of 
campaign financing. This individual focus can also lead to people being turned into 
“leaders” even when they have no interest in it. In his study of New Left movements in 
the 1960s, Gitlin (1980) details how anti-war coverage always focused on leaders, many 
of whom did not want the spotlight but found themselves forced into the position to get 
coverage for their cause. 
A classic example of the event-centered and person-centered distortions of the 
news was the newspaper coverage of an art controversy in Santa Fe, New Mexico, in 
2001. A “Cyber Arte” exhibit at a state museum included a photo montage by Los 
Angeles artist Alma López that depicted the Virgin of Guadalupe with her robes open and 
in a floral “bikini.” This drew large, angry protests from those who saw it as a 
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“blasphemy” that violated “the sacred boundaries” of their traditional Latina/o culture. 
Because of journalistic practices that wait for officials or major players to raise issues 
before doing stories, newspaper coverage left many underlying issues (gentrification, 
gender relations) surrounding the controversy largely unexamined. This event-centered 
coverage privileged the almost exclusively male protesters by constantly replaying their 
attacks—leaving the artist’s supporters on the defensive. In addition, the event-centered 
coverage downplayed the artist’s defense of her image. López said she set out to portray 
Our Lady of Guadalupe as a strong woman and the inspiration for her work was a 
passage from the Sandra Cisneros essay “Guadalupe the Sex Goddess,” where Cisneros 
argues Latinas have been taught to hide their bodies, to live in ignorance and shame 
(Cisneros, 1997). However, the few news stories that mentioned the Cisneros essay failed 
to report this broad cultural argument, relaying only her curiosity about what the saints 
wore under their robes. This made it seem as if López was being more voyeuristic than 
using a work of art as resistance against oppressive cultural and religious traditions. 
Because of the typical point-counterpoint, event-centered coverage, the agenda 
was almost entirely set by protesters. Letting events that provided “news pegs” drive the 
coverage meant it not only focused on the two opposing sides but also framed the debate 
in a way that favored protesters and the status quo by letting them stay on offense (it’s 
blasphemy, a violation) and forcing López’s supporters to continually play defense (it’s 
censorship, just trying to portray a strong woman). Worse yet, López’s supporters had to 
play defense without their best defense, the cultural critique and self-empowering aspects 
of the Cisneros essay. The coverage of this controversy provides a great example of how 
the news can marginalize challenges to the status quo and “tends to simplify complex 
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social processes in ways that emphasize melodrama, that turn a complex set of 
phenomena into a morality tale of battle between antagonists, often between good guys 
and bad guys” (Schudson, 2003, p. 48), or in this case, good guys and “bad girls.” 
Negative news, which puts an emphasis on conflict and crime, is a distortion that 
has been noted by nonwhites since the early 1800s when two African Americans started 
the first black newspaper, the Freedom’s Journal, in reaction to negative news about 
blacks in New York City. Negative news particularly works against members of 
underrepresented groups because they often only gain media attention under negative 
circumstances. One African American community member said that although the news 
media often overlook the small black community in Valleyville, they do get media 
attention when they march at City Hall. However, this often ends up portraying the black 
community as “all they do is complain and complain.” 
Detached news, where journalists “take a distanced, even ironic view of political 
life” (Schudson, 2003, p. 51) can make it easier for journalists to become complacent 
with the status quo. Technical news can lead journalists to focus more on “inside 
baseball” questions over how campaigns are waged or institutions are administered rather 
than questioning the legitimacy of the institutions or “how the government should run the 
country” (Schudson, 2003, p. 52). Official news often leads to a dependency on 
“legitimate public sources, usually highly placed government officials and a relatively 
small number of reliable experts” (Schudson, 2003, p. 54), sources who gain their 
legitimacy through their association with and allegiance to the status quo. 
Many of these characteristics and distortions of “objectivity” amplify the 
reluctance to engage hot-button issues such as sexuality, immigration, race, and ethnicity 
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where, as noted earlier, there usually are not editors who are familiar with those subjects 
as, say, a big exposé on city hall or the state legislature. It is on controversial stories when 
journalists are unfamiliar with the issues and feel on unsteady ground that they adhere 
even more to the “safer” conventions outlined in Schudson’s distortions of “objectivity,” 
especially the event-centered, person-centered, and official news as seen in the coverage 
of the art controversy in Santa Fe. Also, without experience in engaging these topics, 
editors may be even more gun-shy because they can’t envision how they would explain 
or defend that work when they get calls or visits from angry readers. 
Neutrality: ‘We drop our beliefs at the door’ 
One cornerstone of “objectivity” that journalists still profess faith in is that they should 
separate facts from values, or their “conscious or unconscious preferences for what the 
world should be” (Schudson, 1978, p. 5). If the belief in “objectivity” is, as Schudson 
(1978) argues, “a faith in ‘facts,’ a distrust of ‘values,’ and a commitment to their 
segregation” (p. 6), then journalists in many ways still express a strong belief in 
“objectivity,” albeit indirectly. For example, one senior Lakeside reporter said a 
journalist’s “obligation is to the readers and not to your own agenda” and the “reporter’s 
job is to tell people what’s going on and not to solve the problems, not to tell the world 
what you think ought to be done, not to take sides, not to be anybody’s ally.”  
Some journalists see success from “being able to write so nobody else could tell, 
possibly, how you felt on the subject,” as one Valleyville editor put it. One senior 
Lakeside reporter said he keeps his opinions from more than just his sources and readers, 
noting his wife doesn’t know his position on a major issue on his beat that he’s been 
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covering for years. Even his mother can’t get him to share his views about what he 
covers. For example, when he’s reported on presidential campaigns it would “drive my 
mother crazy that I wouldn’t tell her who I was voting for.” She would even go to the 
extent of asking who a fellow reporter was going to vote for, which bemused her son. 
I just broke out laughing. I said I can talk to [the other reporter] for hours 
and hours and the subject of who we’re voting for would just never occur 
to us to discuss. It’s just not what we’re thinking about at all. 
Some journalists said setting aside their biases and beliefs goes with being a professional, 
where, as one Valleyville reporter said, “there’s a line where you bring the skills that you 
need to do the job and you leave your personal being in its entirety at home.” One top 
Lakeside editor, however, doesn’t go that far. When he started in journalism, he said, he 
was taught that journalists were supposed to be a “tabula rasa, you were supposed to 
bring a clean slate to the events and leave it all at the door.” Now, however, he believes 
he brings everything from his life experience when making subjective news decisions 
such as story selection and the framing and structuring of stories. For instance, the editor 
has a family member with a mental disability. Early in his career he said he would have 
been told to either not edit stories involving people with mental disabilities or to not think 
about the family member when editing stories about them. Now, he said, he makes it a 
“point of editing those stories. I want to edit those stories because I know that issue better 
and I have a feel for, you know, does it pass the smell test.” He said he expects the same 
of others on his staff because “the last thing you want is someone who doesn’t seem to be 
engaged in the world at all.” 
The Lakeside editor was an exception, however, and most journalists stressed the 
importance of “setting aside your own beliefs or your own prejudices.” The phrase 
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“setting aside” was the most consistently used phrase when talking about “objectivity,” 
being fair, or neutrality. However, this raises important questions when it comes to racial 
issues, particularly among white journalists who struggle so much to answer the question 
“What does it mean to be white?” If they don’t see themselves as having racial “baggage” 
to put aside, they are more likely to not see how they express white racial interests when 
making news judgments, such as denying race is part of a story. This can be even more 
problematic considering many whites see nonwhites as having racial interests that they 
should put aside, such as the white editor who asked one journalist “Are you a journalist 
or are you a black journalist?” 
This imperative that journalists shouldn’t have their own agendas or act on what 
they think “ought to be done” also privileges the status quo, especially the racial status 
quo, because it often leads to a strong reluctance to address issues that aren’t already 
being raised publicly by others, particularly on sensitive subjects such as race and 
ethnicity. For example, a top Lakeside editor said journalists should question themselves 
to “decide whether you’re, whether you’re assigning a story or asking a question because 
it’s interesting to, try to figure out what your motives are while you’re doing something 
before you do it.” This “good dose of self-doubt,” as he called it, often makes journalists 
gun-shy about raising certain issues, especially if no one else is talking about them. For 
example, in the Santa Fe art controversy discussed earlier, there were many underlying 
issues to the controversy such as gentrification, views of the woman’s body in Latina/o 
culture, and unspoken homophobia. However, many people were reluctant to raise these 
issues publicly amid the volatile cultural controversy, especially Anglos who didn’t want 
to wade into the middle of an emotional battle among Latinas/os. 
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There are times when reporters have gone outside these “constraints of 
conventional reporting,” as one senior Lakeside reporter put it. Although he strongly 
believes in these constraints, he said, he has found himself stepping outside them more 
and more. One reason is the lack of public involvement and discussion on his beat. 
I’ve become a little looser in some of the things in the last few years, 
frankly because I feel like I, No. 1, I know my turf pretty well, and No. 2 
is that sometimes things [have] to be said that nobody’s saying. You know 
if I just strictly wrote up what’s coming out of [his beat’s public and 
elected officials], I really don’t think I’d get at some of the issues or the 
real meat of some of the issues. 
It is important to note, however, that he was one of the newsroom’s most respected and 
experienced reporters and had covered his beat for several years. Many in the Lakeside 
newsroom, including its top editors, noted that this reporter is given far more leeway to 
go outside “the constraints of conventional reporting” than other reporters. This is in 
sharp contrast to one nonwhite reporter, albeit much less experienced, who several 
Lakeside journalists said seemed to struggle with getting some stories in the paper.3 This 
was particularly difficult, they said, because many of the reporter’s stories were about 
issues or subjects that weren’t being raised by others in the conventional sense and/or 
often needed to be told in the first person, which is strongly discouraged in Lakeside and 
at most other newspapers. 
‘Our identity would change dramatically’ 
One of the most prominent features of mainstream U.S. journalism is its focus on 
institutions and the people who work in and lead those institutions. Much of newswork 
itself is built around public institutions, where beats are assigned to keep a watchful eye 
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on how workers and leaders conduct the public’s business or, as many scholars argue, 
where journalists can rely on a steady stream of news to report (Bennett, 2003; Entman, 
2003; Lippmann, 1997; Mindich, 1998; Molotch & Lester, 1999; Ryfe, 2006b, 2009a, 
2009b; Schudson, 1978, 2003; Tuchman, 1972, 1978). The institutional beat structure is 
such as strong part of journalistic organization that, as one top Lakeside editor said, it is 
“harder to define beats that aren’t built around buildings. I mean, you know, I’m gonna 
cover education and the schools.” It is also hard for many reporters to imagine their work 
outside of institutional beats, as noted earlier by Ryfe (2009a), who found some 
journalists did not feel like “real reporters” when they weren’t keeping a close eye on 
government officials.  
Journalists often signal their commitment to covering institutions even when 
talking about the importance of expanding coverage beyond them. For example, when 
asked how they gauged progress on diversifying coverage, one top Valleyville editor 
mentioned keeping track of “who we do enterprise stories about” as opposed to those “we 
don’t have a choice writing about,” such as government bodies. Another top Valleyville 
editor talked about the difficulties of moving beyond the standard institutional coverage 
in light of the realities of getting the paper out every day amid dwindling staffs and 
shrinking space for news. 
It’s a struggle because the tried and true ways are to go to the government 
and write down what they say. And you know, oh, we need a human being 
in the story, and you go out and get a token human being, rather than turn 
the process around. It’s more expensive and labor intensive to do the story 
the other way around. You might, you know, serve the interests of 
diversity by doing it that way, and we try, but there are practical 
considerations. 
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While many journalists readily acknowledge an institutional orientation when it’s brought 
up to them, more often it is just an unspoken assumption about the practice of everyday 
journalism. Sometimes this preoccupation with institutions and those who work in or lead 
them becomes apparent to journalists through complaints from readers. This happened to 
one top Valleyville editor when a reader complained about the Register’s coverage of 
efforts to spruce up a predominantly black neighborhood. The reader complained that the 
story focused on the mayor’s visit to the event and portrayed him “as this white savior 
coming into our neighborhood.” If he had thought about that before, the editor said, he 
would have asked the reporter and editor “to make sure that we have the voices of the 
neighbors at least as prominently as the mayor, so that readers in that neighborhood 
aren’t gonna think that we flew in with the mayor to visit the great white hope and leave.” 
It is important to note, however, that he wanted the neighbors’ voices “at least as 
prominently” as the mayor’s rather than downplaying or even ignoring the mayor’s visit, 
especially if the mayor had no prior involvement in the efforts and may have attended 
only for the publicity. 
Another place where you see a strong institutional and professional orientation is 
the journalistic practice of relying on public officials or other professional experts to 
present supporting evidence (Tuchman, 1972) to confirm people’s statements or 
allegations or to provide overall context for an issue or controversy. For example, one 
Valleyville editor posed a possible story about a neighborhood dispute where a reporter, 
in order to go beyond “he said, she said” reporting, may “bring in perhaps you know 
somebody from the police department who can then weigh in on what’s been happening 
in this community. … In other words to provide the context so that you know you’re not 
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necessarily … expressing your opinion about something but you’re allowing more 
context to come into something.” When talking about the more diverse types of stories 
that would be good to get in the newspaper, a Valleyville editor mentioned a hypothetical 
story about a lawyer taking advantage of immigrants and said they “would be all over 
that.” In talking about how they should approach that story, the editor said that in 
addition to talking to immigrants who alleged they were taken advantage of, “you have to 
talk to the people who have the appropriate context.” So who would have the appropriate 
context?  
Well, you know people who have an overview. … You might have a 
family with an immigration issue and they say we were screwed, and but 
that’s the extent of their experience. They’ve only gone through one 
immigration lawyer. … You need somebody who has some perspective 
and has seen a lot of these cases. It’d be an advocate for immigrants; it 
would be an official with [Immigration and Customs Enforcement]. 
So, the people journalists bring in “to provide the context” (the supporting evidence) are 
almost always professionals (advocates) or government officials (police, ICE) who come 
from a very particular place in society and don’t speak from a high, neutral ground as 
journalists often represent them to be. It’s a classic example of Ryfe’s (2006b) assertion 
that many journalists “feel that their role as a journalist demands that they use 
‘officialness’ ” in deciding how to approach stories (p. 205). Although I by no means 
think journalists should never seek out these sources, only seeing “the appropriate 
context” through the prism of these institutions and their professionals reinforces the 
institutions by portraying them as the site of solutions to problems and keeps attention 
away from interrogations of how the structures themselves (immigration laws and 
policies that leave immigrants particularly vulnerable) may be the cause of the problems. 
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There were times where some journalists who have had different experiences with 
the system, most prominently the criminal justice system, exposed journalism’s ritualistic 
faith in institutions and the people who work for them. For example, a black editor 
recalled editing a story at another newspaper that included a police statement that didn’t 
sound right to him, or didn’t pass his “smell test.” He went to the young white reporter 
who wrote the story and asked whether he had checked it out. The editor said the 
reporter’s response was “well why, why would the police lie? That was his experience; 
my experience would be they lie all the time. … My inclination is not necessarily to think 
that the police would always be the right authority, and I was shocked that the police 
reporter would be that naïve to do so.” The editor stressed that he didn’t think the reporter 
was “racist or lazy, it’s just his perceptual filter was a lot different.” 
A white editor recalled these conflicting perceptions in dealing with a nonwhite 
reporter he had once worked with who did not defer to police.  
[The reporter] certainly struggled with that because if a cop said one thing 
and a suspect said another thing, [the reporter] gave equal weight. He had 
absolutely no faith in police. And [the reporter] had an interesting 
perspective. … And so we had to temper that a little bit. … I had this 
conversation with [the reporter], that there are assumptions that I’m gonna 
expect he makes because they’re assumptions that I think are important to 
a functioning society, and if he’s gonna think that every cop is lying to 
him and making stuff up and then everyone in the justice system is corrupt 
and that the entire organizational framework is racist, you know, I don’t 
know where we go with that. I don’t know what kind of stories you write 
about that. And we had to limit things that he covered. 
To this editor, there was no room in the newspaper’s journalism for stories where “the 
entire organizational framework” was questioned. The idea was so foreign to him that he 
had to keep the reporter from writing certain stories. Although by no means expressed 
outright by the editor, it is hard not to infer that one of the “assumptions that I’m gonna 
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expect” about the criminal justice system is that the status quo is neutral, that the “entire 
organizational framework” is legitimate and not corrupt. However, for many young 
nonwhite men in the United States, that is a hard assumption given the disproportionate 
criminal sentencing that has led to black men having 6.5 times the rate of imprisonment 
of white men (Loftin, 2008). 
Although many journalists did readily acknowledge journalism’s strong 
institutional orientation, some stopped short of saying that makes journalists pro-
institution, especially if it is mentioned in arguments that it contributes to a conservative 
bias in the news media. One top Lakeside editor in particular chafed at the idea. 
Well, we do write a lot about institutions, but we write a lot about them 
when they screw up. We don’t tend to write a lot of stories about how 
wonderful they are. I don’t know; does that make us conservative? You 
know we’re, we don’t tend to take their answers at face value, and we 
don’t like it when they tell us we can’t have certain documents or be in 
certain meetings. We spend a hell of a lot of money every year on lawyers 
to fight that sort of thing. So, does that make us pro-institution? I don’t 
think so. 
This editor’s argument is an example of what Bennett (2003) calls a “ritualistic posture of 
antagonism” (p. 200) in which journalists equate questioning and taking on public or 
elected officials with questioning the institutions themselves. It is important to note that 
this editor is not apt to posturing or spouting platitudes but rather one of the most 
thoughtful journalists in the newsroom, which to me is a sign of how strongly journalists 
identify with their watchdog role, where they can only see themselves fighting the man, 
not being the man.  
This strong identification with the watchdog role and difficulty seeing themselves 
as bolstering institutions instead of challenging them makes it even harder for journalists 
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to envision journalism with beats that “aren’t built around buildings.” It was difficult for 
them to imagine doing journalism any other way. As one top Valleyville editor said, 
journalism’s “identity would change dramatically if we stopped writing about the 
decisions by government and other big institutions that affect a large number of people. I 
don’t think we can get away from that.” Although it is true that big institutions affect a 
large number of people, another implicit assertion in this statement and journalistic 
practice in general is that these institutions truly represent a large number of people and 
that they are built upon unquestioned—and correct—assumptions about what is important 
to a functioning society. However, if you are not part of the mainstream society, if you 
don’t benefit from white incumbency, you may question whether those assumptions are 
correct. 
Working amid the bias wars 
A predominant feature of mainstream U.S. journalism in the early 21st century is the 
ubiquity of the bias wars. Conservatives decry a “liberal media” populated by Democrats 
while those on the left criticize what they see as an inherent conservatism in the news 
media’s allegiance to the institutions they cover and the status quo. While some 
conservative critics may acknowledge that the liberal bias comes from liberal journalists 
unwittingly skewing stories their way, most assert there’s an intentional bias through 
rhetoric such as “what the liberal media doesn’t want you to know …” Although a small 
number of critics on the left argue the conservative bias is the result of the dictates and 
machinations of corporate bosses, such as the documentary Outfoxed, most critics see a 
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conservative bias in the work journalists produce, from the conventions and practices that 
are so dependent on institutions and public officials. 
In reacting to general charges of bias in the news media, journalists themselves 
predominantly focus on intentional bias with comments such as “I wish we had the time 
and luxury to sit around plotting Machiavellian leanings, but they’re just not here.” Even 
when asked directly about a potential bias stemming from the practices and structures of 
journalism, some journalists wind back to individual intent or the shortcomings of 
individual journalists. As one Lakeside reporter said:  
I think that when sitting down one on one with journalists, I think most 
journalists want to be able to work through things and tell, and not be 
biased. And so, if the question is how do you avoid that … you have to 
keep reminding people to be aware of their biases and their tendency for 
bias. 
The reporter quickly turns attention away from the institution and routines of journalism 
and back onto well-meaning, thinking journalists. Even when the reporter said journalists 
need to think more, it’s that journalists need to think more when making individual 
decisions, which avoids interrogating the institution of journalism and its conventions and 
practices. 
When asked whether they think the news media overall has a liberal or 
conservative bias, most journalists hedged by saying it depends on the newspaper, some 
are biased in different ways or on different issues, that most biases cancel each other out 
or that accusations of bias stem from readers’ misunderstanding of how journalism 
works. Few, if any, definitively said there was a bias one way or the other. Most said they 
thought that, overall, journalists tended to be more liberal than their readers but it didn’t 
necessarily translate into the work they produced.  
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There were mixed opinions among journalists on the effects of the bias wars on 
their news judgments. Critics on the left such as Alterman (2003) argue that 
conservatives have been so successful at “working the refs”4 that journalists 
overcompensate and shy away from criticism of conservatives or from doing certain 
stories for fear of confirming charges of liberal bias in the news media. One Valleyville 
reporter said that although she believes the news media is still liberal for the most part, it 
has become more conservative as a result of the criticisms. One Lakeside editor, on the 
other hand, said the conservative claims have “made us very sensitive” and, as a result, 
journalists have overcompensated in favor of conservatives. 
Top editors at the two newspapers had different takes on the bias wars and how 
they have affected their news judgments. Although one said the biases are not as simple 
as conservatives describe them, the editor admitted to being “a lot more sensitive to the 
perspectives of political conservatives than I am to those of political liberals,” mainly 
because the editor doesn’t “want to furnish anyone with the grounds to believe that this 
paper is partisan.” For instance, the editor mentioned deliberately choosing a wire story 
about a Marine unit that came back from Iraq with no casualties for the front page 
because “it would help defy the stereotypes about how the newspapers cover the war.” 
The editor said those types of “corrections” don’t go both ways and admitted the 
“working the refs” by conservatives has had an effect.  
I think we bend over backward to correct for any natural tendency we 
have to be politically liberal in the conventional way, but we don’t make 
similar corrections often enough for our bias in favor of institutions, power 
institutions, businesses, you know, government. And that’s a natural 
conservative bias that I think is much more powerful and perhaps more 
worrisome in our business. 
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When asked how they try to counter that tendency, the editor said they “do look for 
stories about individual people, and we’re always interested in stories that are 
counterintuitive, somebody swimming upstream, somebody doing something unusual, 
but you know that’s not quite the same.” However, this “individual people” approach is a 
bias in itself that once again turns attention away from institutional structures and also 
plays into bootstrap rhetoric of individuals “swimming upstream” despite the system. 
Another top editor, on the other hand, has a “hard time denying the research I read 
that does show a tilt toward Democrats. I mean everyone can’t be wrong, and I don’t 
think the general public’s probably wrong on that either when you read their opinions.” 
The editor did say, however, that the written word is pretty conservative in that “we don’t 
swear very often … we’re family friendly” and the newspaper believes in “keeping the 
level of discourse at a very high level.” Mentioning scholarly work that shows many 
journalists are Democrats, the editor said “that sometimes comes through. It’s something 
you gotta work against, to try to, you know, be fair to both sides.” Here he gives the 
impression that because many reporters are Democrats, that’s something that should be 
factored in on the seesaw. However, this overlooks the possibility that even though 
journalists may be more liberal than the general public, the work they produce could be 
more conservative—even after he himself admitted the written word is “pretty 
conservative.” In contrast with the other top editor, this editor denied that the bias 
allegations have had an effect but given his repeated references to talk radio—the premier 
site where conservatives “work the refs”—it’s hard not to think that they have influenced 
his news judgments to some degree. 
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In the end, I believe the bias debates, especially how vociferously they are waged 
from the right, make it much less likely for journalists to step outside of or challenge 
common-sense understandings of race or question the institutions or policies that 
perpetuate them. For example, many said the journalistic credo to “comfort the afflicted 
and afflict the comfortable” is why many people see a liberal bias in the media. This 
helps perpetuate the idea that the status quo is neutral, especially white incumbency, 
because many stories or story frames that would point out much less interrogate racial 
power imbalances would be seen as yet another confirmation of the liberal media.  
A journalism without ‘objectivity’? 
Although most journalists steadfastly maintained they had long given up on the idea that 
they could be “completely objective” or “truly objective,” they still showed a 
commitment to the deep structure of “objective” journalism in how they tried to attain 
what they saw as their ultimate goal: being fair. While admitting that real “objectivity” is 
not possible, some journalists still felt that it was important to try, that quest for 
“objectivity” was still an honorable quest. Other journalists, however, would distance 
themselves from the word objectivity altogether, preferring instead to work toward being 
fair, or “fair, balanced and true,” as one reporter put it. However, when asked about how 
they try to be fair, these journalists would once again describe the very rituals and 
practices of “objective” journalism. So, for them, the distancing from “objectivity” has 
been in name only. 
The most ardent defenses of the quest for “objectivity,” or being fair through the 
conventions and practices of “objectivity,” came when asked about the idea of forgoing 
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“objectivity” altogether or embracing other alternatives to “objective” journalism such as 
writing in the first person, making your biases and political preferences clear when 
writing, or working in a system like some European countries where a publication’s 
political leanings are clear to readers. Even for those who have distanced themselves the 
most from “objectivity,” this would be going too far. 
Many journalists saw “objectivity” as a goal, not a requirement, for a good story, 
or as Mindich (1998) puts it, “a vague point to strive for, a North Star” (p. 1). A 
Valleyville editor said it was like “Nirvana,” while a Lakeside editor described 
“objectivity” like calculus, “when you approach a limit, you want to go toward it but you 
know you’re never gonna quite reach it. … It means you do what you can.” Another 
Lakeside editor said he believed the quest for “objectivity” is critical to maintain the 
credibility of the newspaper. 
I think it’s important to try because I think that ultimately gets to your 
integrity and how believable you are. I mean I think if they know you’re 
making efforts to be as objective and balanced and fair as you can, even 
when it’s coming through that you aren’t, I think people respect that 
you’re making the effort. I mean I think if they don’t feel you’re making 
an effort, they dismiss everything you’re doing. 
Here the editor, like so many journalists, ultimately stakes success on intent. In this case 
the editor believes readers see the practice of “objectivity” like many journalists do, that 
the quest is more important than actually achieving true “objectivity.” 
One Valleyville editor rejected the idea of being “objective,” noting that “you 
have a whole history of experiences and viewpoints … that color your perceptions of 
things.” So why bother then? 
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I don’t think it’s a question of objectivity, it’s a question of fairness and 
balance. Are we being fair to the person we’re writing about? Did we give 
that person a chance to respond? … If we’re saying they’ve done 
something wrong, have we made a reasonable effort to hear their side of 
it? … I don’t think the question’s objectivity, I think the question is, are 
we being fair, are we trying to provide some balance. 
Here he starts off distancing himself from “objectivity” and instead stresses fairness and 
balance but then goes back to the very rituals of “objectivity”—Tuchman’s “presentation 
of conflicting possibilities” for fairness and the seesaw in trying to provide some balance. 
In the end, there’s little if any distance between traditional “objectivity” and his emphasis 
on fairness and balance. 
Another Valleyville editor offered a more detailed critique of “objectivity”—
beyond others’ declarations that you can’t be “objective”—in noting that “every piece of 
writing is an argument … because you’re stating an opinion by framing a story, by saying 
this is worth page one or this is worth a story at all. You’re expressing an opinion; you’re 
taking a point of view.” However, he then quickly signaled an allegiance to the rituals of 
conventional “objectivity.” 
So I think it’s impossible, but there is such a thing as neutral reportage, 
and there is sort of … it’s sticking to facts and not making presumptions 
and not being argumentative and being even handed, and being, treating 
all sides of the issue with equal respect. 
His “sticking to the facts” is an example of Tuchman’s (1972) “presentation of 
supporting evidence,” which she notes is finding and including “facts” that are commonly 
accepted as “truth.” (p. 667). This also glosses over that what are considered “facts” are 
mostly determined by “common sense,” a social construction that is very political, even if 
it is not political in the more narrow partisan sense that journalists usually consider 
 171
politics. The editor’s emphasis on being even handed and treating all sides equally also 
alludes to the seesaw and Tuchman’s “presentation of conflicting possibilities” (p. 665). 
It’s not that any of these are unworthy goals; the problem is more how journalists 
routinely gauge whether they are meeting these goals and how the fear of being biased 
increases the reliance on officials and events and limits the range of “sides” that get a seat 
much less equal respect on the seesaw. 
One editor distanced himself so much from “objectivity” that he said he didn’t 
even believe in the quest anymore. 
I don’t, no, because I don’t even know what it means. I believe in the 
quest to be fair, I believe in the quest to make rational decisions, I believe 
in the quest to be accurate in your observation and not have your 
observation be colored by your personal views. But I have to be honest, I 
don’t think about objectivity at all in a given day. The word and the 
concept don’t cross my mind.  
Although the editor insisted he wasn’t hostile to the “notion of objectivity,” he said it was 
not a way he frames or judges his work or interactions with other journalists. 
I’ll tell a reporter your story’s biased, your story is one-sided, your story 
does not fairly enlighten enough issues, you talked to a source that gives 
very fringe viewpoints and there’s and it’s not the mainstream, it doesn’t 
speak to people who are, you know, if all you did was talk to one person 
screaming on the left and one person screaming on the right, it doesn’t 
really help all those people in the middle that we’re trying to inform. But I 
don’t remember ever in my career going to a reporter and saying, that’s 
not objective. It’s just not a word I use much. 
Although he puts much emphasis on not being biased and on balancing viewpoints, he 
obscures how much ideological work goes into making these judgments. For example, 
deciding what are “very fringe viewpoints” and what’s “not mainstream” are highly 
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political decisions, and his use of “not mainstream” signals he may have a very 
conventional sense of “fringe” viewpoints.  
Although journalists have been distancing themselves from “objectivity,” they 
could only take that so far, so the distancing was more in words than deeds. As noted 
earlier, all journalists put a strong emphasis on being fair. While they agreed that you 
could write opinion pieces such as editorials or columns and still be fair, none were ready 
to go that far outside of columns or editorial pages. As one Valleyville editor noted, “we 
are the only mass medium left, and if we aren’t, if someone isn’t providing a neutral, fair, 
accurate account of what happened, then we’re screwed. … That’s our mission.” The 
editor also maintained that the “neutral, fair, accurate” accounts are needed as a basis for 
good political arguments because “the spinning and, you know, opinion-making, arguing 
has to have a basis of fact and that’s what we provide.” Another reason for the rejection is 
the fear of the alternatives. As one Valleyville editor said, if you give up on “objectivity,” 
then you “become a niche magazine. If your goal is to change people’s minds, that’s a 
niche. My job is to give them information to inform them.” While many journalists stress 
the importance of nuances and complexities, in the end on the “objectivity” question, or 
even the balance and fairness question, they tended to see things in black and white, as 
journalism dedicated to “neutral, fair, accurate” reporting or the chaos of talk radio where 
“facts” and “truth” are expendable—but little if any room in between.  
I have been characterizing these discursive moves as journalists “distancing” 
themselves from “objectivity,” but it may be more a matter of abandoning the term 
objectivity, an example of Bennett’s (2003) argument that “many journalists are tired of 
defending an embattled word, yet remain committed to its meaning and guiding spirit” 
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(p. 192). While they may be abandoning a term that has too much baggage and sets up 
unrealistic expectations from readers, simply abandoning the word objectivity doesn’t 
mitigate any of the consequences of “objectivity” detailed by Schudson and others. In 
fact, in an era of “working the refs,” many of these biases of “objective” journalism have 
been amplified. Not only have journalists shunned “fringe viewpoints” more than ever, as 
Bennett (2003) notes, “the two sides that appear in most stories are anything but a broad 
sample of possible viewpoints, and fairness is thus a loaded term from the outset” 
(p. 193). The bias wars also steer coverage toward more easily defended event- and 
person-centered coverage and also strongly deter journalists from bringing up subjects or 
concerns that aren’t already being debated in the conventional public sphere, as seen in 
coverage of the Santa Fe art controversy. It also steers journalists from including 
perspective on the news. For instance, a top editor said he had asked his wire desk to not 
use analysis stories that have “an argumentative tone” because the “the cost to our 
credibility is too high if it appears that we are taking a partisan stance.” 
There are also many parallels to the discourse of color-blindness and how 
journalists talk about “objectivity.” Just as disavowing “objectivity” doesn’t undo its 
work, disavowing race doesn’t undo the work of race (the consequences of racial 
thinking, racial scripts, racial assumptions). One of the most troublesome parallels 
between the rhetoric of “objectivity” and color-blindness is the focus on intent. Flagg 
(1993) argues that whites are reassured “that all is well so long as we avoid the conscious 
use of race-specific bases for decision” (pp. 987–988). In other words, it’s not so bad if 
they don’t mean it. In the case of journalism, it’s not so bad if they mean well, where 
many journalists reassure themselves that falling short of “objectivity” is acceptable as 
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long as they try their hardest to be “objective.” Although some whites may be race 
cognizant in acknowledging power differentials, they are power-evasive in their need for 
proof of intent to do something about them. While journalists may acknowledge an 
institutional bias in news conventions, they rationalize the bias “as being the best we can 
hope for given the limits within which well-meaning journalists operate” (Bennett, 2003, 
p. 193). Unfortunately, there are also parallels with these and the overall approach to 
diversifying the news, which for the most part has been aimed at changing the hearts and 
minds of white journalists rather than the structures of journalism that perpetuate white 
incumbency. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
‘BUT THAT’S WHAT WE DO’: HOW JOURNALISTIC IDENTIFICATIONS 
AND CONVENTIONS PERPETUATE WHITE INCUMBENCY 
 
 
Believing the Lakeside school district was getting “a little behind the times,” a school 
board member proposed extending full fringe benefits to domestic partners of all district 
employees, including gays and lesbians. The city and a city college already had such 
policies, and she wanted to support equal benefits for employees regardless of their 
sexual orientation or family status. This proposal normally would lead to a routine 
advance story for the school board’s next finance committee meeting about a policy 
change regarding a topical issue—extending benefits to gay and lesbian couples, not just 
heterosexual couples. However, it would by no means be a typical story because the 
school board member was a lesbian whose partner was a teacher in the school district. So, 
if the policy was adopted, the board member could get lifetime health insurance benefits 
and possibly other benefits offered to her partner after she lost access to district benefits 
when she left the school board. 
The reporter’s budget line for the story emphasized the school board member’s 
possible benefit from the proposed policy, so from the first morning news meeting 
through the evening editing process, the story was framed as an “astonishing conflict of 
interest,” as one top editor characterized it. Another top editor, in slating early 
possibilities for the next day’s front page, said “let’s look at that conflict of interest 
story.” In an afternoon meeting where the editors finalize which stories will make the 
front page, a local editor again pitched the story as “sort of a blatant conflict of interest,” 
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and in choosing the story for the front page, a top editor said “we have to have out there a 
real blatant conflict of interest.” From the very beginning the story was framed as a 
conflict of interest, not a move toward fairness, and the frame was never challenged by a 
room full of editors at two news meetings or by others in the editing process later that 
night. 
The lead of the front-page story reported that benefits would be extended under a 
proposal from a board member “who would benefit substantially” if it was approved. The 
story noted the board member’s relationship with a district teacher and that the couple 
went public with their relationship a year earlier in a blog posting written by the board 
member. (It also mentioned the two had been married in Canada.) In the story, the board 
member challenged the characterization of her proposal as a conflict of interest, saying 
it’s a matter of “fairness for employees. … It’s not about me.” She also noted that board 
members vote on their salaries every year and that other board members have spouses 
who work for the district and they vote on approving labor contracts. While the story was 
critical with its emphasis on a perceived conflict of interest, there were no comments 
from anyone against the idea that benefits should be extended to gay and lesbian couples. 
The story did, however, include opposition from district administrators who were 
concerned that it would interfere with future union contract negotiations. (The proposal 
extended benefits to only about 110 top administrators who were not union members, but 
administrators said passage would all but commit the district to including those benefits 
in new union contracts.) 
While Ledger journalists were more than content with the “conflict of interest” 
frame to the story, many community members were angered the Ledger equated “a 
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resolution about fairness with personal aggrandizement,” as one letter to the editor noted. 
The letter also directly challenged the story’s frame, saying that instead of writing 
according to a proposal that would benefit the board member, it could say “according to a 
proposal that would end the denial of benefits to families that are currently excluded.” 
Another letter to the editor said that by sensationalizing the board member’s 
circumstances, the story painted the proposal “as anything but fair.” Several callers also 
complained the morning the first story was published, and at the finance committee 
meeting, board members said the story mischaracterized the proposal and voted to send a 
letter to the newspaper criticizing the story and headline. 
By emphasizing the school board member and her potential conflict yet including 
no opposition to the idea of extending benefits to gay and lesbian couples, the story 
provides an example of what Chison Oh (2010) calls “complementary objectivity.” 
Chison Oh uses Time magazine’s coverage of Michele Rhee’s school reform efforts in 
Washington, D.C., as an example, where the magazine “balances” glowing praise for 
Rhee’s policies with damning commentary on Rhee, the person (p. 162). In the Ledger 
story, the different sides to “balance” the story do not focus on the pros and cons of 
extending domestic partner benefits but rather a harsh assessment of the school board 
member, the person, or at least her presumed motives. Presenting viewpoints against the 
idea of extending domestic partner benefits was never discussed in news meetings before 
the story was published or in interviews afterward. (I myself didn’t see this missing 
element until after my fieldwork.) This quite possibly could be because Lakeside 
journalists believed “the other side” was covered through the story frame that questioned 
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the board member’s motives and the inclusion of technical questions over whether the 
proposal would interfere with future union contract negotiations.  
In the end, the board member was characterized as someone motivated by 
personal gain, not a sense of social justice. Worse yet, the emphasis on the potential 
conflict of interest played into reactionary rhetoric of gays and lesbians seeking “special 
privileges” while ignoring the privileges heterosexuals take for granted. The story’s focus 
on the potential conflict of interest essentially precluded readers from, as Glasser et al. 
(2009, p. 61) note, translating “the particular interests of groups and individuals into the 
generalizable interests of society” (p. 61). In fact, despite two brief mentions of 
“fairness” and “equal treatment,” there was nothing in the story that would contribute to 
this translation. In this case, the lack of arguments against the idea of extending benefits 
actually worked against the proposal because there was no debate in the story where a 
case could be made for the generalizable interests of society. 
In defending the framing of the story, Lakeside journalists said it’s their job to 
expose conflicts of interest on the part of public officials and insisted they would have 
treated the story the same way if it involved a heterosexual couple. Their reactions to 
criticism showed how the identification with the watchdog function of the press is so 
central to how journalists see themselves and, as a result, how they feel they must 
practice journalism. As the reporter said: 
I would regard that as a big deal no matter what the circumstances were; it 
doesn’t have anything to do with it being a lesbian relationship or anything 
like that. Anytime alderman, a county supervisor, a school board member, 
a state legislator, whatever, was pushing a bill that would bring that person 
large benefit, specifically, that sets off certain watchdog bells. 
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One top Lakeside editor was unapologetic, saying “it would be negligent not to report it. 
That’s how I view it. Period.” The editor also said there was no question the newspaper 
should have focused on the conflict-of-interest angle to the story, arguing that “whenever 
you do anything with taxpayer money that has a direct financial benefit to you, no matter 
what you claim you believe in or say on it, we’re gonna report on it. I don’t care who you 
are.” Signaling a strong identification with the watchdog function, the editor said 
“conflict of interest is what we do; we always will. If she’s gonna line her own pockets, 
we’re gonna tell everybody about it.” 
When I noted that her motivation might have been a move toward fairness to 
extend benefits to all gay and lesbian workers in the district, the editor said “I’m sure that 
was all in the paper, too, if that’s what she was saying.” The assumption that it was in the 
story also implied it was given equal weight even though the entire story was framed as a 
conflict of interest to the extent that it could easily have been interpreted as just another 
move for “special rights” on the part of gays and lesbians. The editor exhibited a 
journalistic tendency to avoid acknowledging that how journalists frame and tell stories is 
just as or more important than the information that is included in them. This was apparent 
in other Lakeside journalists’ responses to my inquiries about the story. All focused on 
the importance of including the conflict of interest angle even though my questions were 
all focused on the framing of the story and I never argued or even suggested the potential 
conflict of interest should not have been reported at all.  
Although no one alleged the newspaper focused on the potential conflict of 
interest because the board member was a lesbian, Lakeside journalists repeatedly stressed 
they would have treated the story the same if a heterosexual couple were involved. If it 
 180
had been a board member with four children seeking to extend benefits to entire families, 
the reporter said he would have treated it the same but “it’s hard to picture quite that. … I 
mean family health and coverage is pretty well established,” which I inferred to mean he 
sees the status quo as neutral. The reporter noted the proposal was different in this case 
because it “wasn’t like providing oxygen to the world” and “the beneficiaries were a 
fairly discrete group.”  
Noting the proposal “wasn’t like providing oxygen to the world” emphasizes its 
abnormality and the characterization of “a fairly discrete group” alludes to gays and 
lesbians as a special interest group. This was explicitly expressed by one editor who, 
when responding to criticism from the gay community, said:  
Yeah, it’s hard, it’s hard with special interest groups because, you know 
… we’re never gonna report things from strictly that group’s point of 
view, and sometimes people, and people feel very strongly about 
something, that’s the way they want to see it reported, and they think 
you’re an idiot if you report the other side’s point of view. 
Aside from very problematically seeing the gay community as a special interest group, 
the editor doesn’t see that reporting the story the way they did could be seen as coming 
from a heterosexual point of view, or the hegemonic point of view. Again, the editor is 
signaling a typical journalist focus on what was in the story, not how it was framed, 
because there was actually no reporting on the other side’s point of view. 
In the end the Lakeside journalists’ responses seemed to boil down to “Yeah, I get 
that …. but that’s what we do.” The watchdog identification was so overwhelming that 
there simply seemed to be no other way to report the story. I’m not arguing that the 
watchdog function isn’t an important part of the journalistic mission, but I would argue 
that it doesn’t have to override all other journalistic identifications such as a commitment 
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to diversity and treating historically marginalized groups differently than in the past. 
While a simple sense of fairness would mean they should treat the story the same as if it 
affected a heterosexual couple—as many journalists implied—a less utilitarian and more 
communitarian approach would take into account the history of representation—or in this 
case nonrepresentation and misrepresentation—of gays and lesbians and not played up 
the potential conflict of interest. Again, I’m not saying it should not have been reported at 
all. It could have been reported in a sidebar to a main story that actually included debate 
on whether benefits should be extended to gays and lesbian couples, which would have 
given proponents a chance to make a case for why extending benefits would be better for 
society, not just a special privilege for a “fairly discrete group.” 
Although I have no reason to believe that it played a role in the framing of this 
story, I do think it’s important to note that in a newsroom of more than 200 people, there 
were no out gay or lesbian journalists working there during my seven months in 
Lakeside.1 However, given a climate where gays and lesbians did not feel comfortable 
enough to even be out in the newsroom (I did know there were some gay and lesbian 
journalists there), it may have made some journalists reluctant to challenge the critical 
framing of the story during the editing process or at large news meetings.  
There were some past stories in Lakeside that signaled not only an impatience or 
discomfort with dealing with gay and lesbian issues and visibility but also a lack of 
knowledge about the history of representations of gays and lesbians. One particular 
example (before my fieldwork) included the strong reaction among some top editors to a 
feature photo of a man dressed as a nun in a gay bar as part of an ongoing feature about 
nightlife in Lakeside. I was told that some top editors “went berserk” over the photo and 
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wanted to know how it got through the editing process. When asked about the incident, 
one editor who had criticized the photo told me “the perception was that that was just 
incredibly anti-Catholic.” He compared it to a white man in blackface or someone 
dressing up as Adolf Hitler and called it “kind of inflammatory” and “fairly mocking.” 
He wasn’t the least bit swayed by my argument that it was part of a long history of gay 
camp in the gay and lesbian community.  
I think then there’s two competing communities. … If this is supposed to 
be a light-hearted fun look at nightlife in [Lakeside] and we’ve got a 
quarter-million Catholics living here, why would we as a newspaper go 
out of our way to offend them? Because it’s gay camp? 
I think it takes a very ahistorical perspective to equate the status of Catholics, or more 
specifically the often reverent representation of Catholics, with that of gays and lesbians. 
The local archbishop was frequently on the front page or the cover of the local section, 
and Catholic ceremonies and celebrations get prominent play on various section fronts of 
the Ledger and other newspapers. Those are unreflexively considered news because they 
meet the traditional definitions of (event- or person-centered) news. It’s also very 
problematic talking about this example as going “out of our way to offend them,” as if 
the mere visibility of gays and lesbians is meant to offend. (It’s also important to note 
that this was a photo buried inside the features section.) In addition, it ignores the history 
of camp and its place as a critique of society’s dominant institutions that have oppressed 
and marginalized them in the past, especially prominent (not marginal as he implies here) 
religious institutions such as the Catholic Church. In the case of this photo, difference is 
marked as “inflammatory” but repetitive positive representations are overlooked. 
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Disciplining language diversity 
The Valleyville language story discussed in the introduction provides another example of 
how journalistic identifications and conventions and practices seemed to preclude any 
other way of approaching the story. In what was the routine localization of a Census 
report, the story about how a language other than English being spoken in about 40% of 
central valley homes focused entirely on the negative. With the common journalistic 
practice of focusing on public institutions, the story detailed the challenges that language 
diversity posed for schools, hospitals, and the criminal justice system. In other words, 
difference was portrayed as a problem. Worse yet, there was nothing in the story about 
the advantages of such language diversity, and it was based on the premise that those who 
weren’t speaking English at home were monolingual speakers who would need 
interpreters. However, the Census found 20% of Californians over 5 speak English less 
than “very well,” but many of those people may still be able to speak English well 
enough to not require interpreters. 
Like the Lakeside domestic partner benefits story, was there was early momentum 
for this frame that was never interrupted throughout the day. The Census report was first 
mentioned in the early morning news meeting, and it was assigned to the Register’s 
“diverse communities” reporter who quickly found out that the valley’s numbers were 
twice the national average. The reporter and an editor then met to discuss how to localize 
the story. The editor immediately focused on problems for schools and how it “has to 
present problems in helping those students learn.” Later in the day he asked the reporter 
about “how this is a real pain in the neck” and also whether she “couldn’t get anybody on 
the phone to talk about how much of a problem this is.” This frame was never challenged 
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at two news meetings (of about 10–15 people) or through several layers of the subsequent 
editing process. Also, the next day a top editor said he liked the “cost and hassle factor” 
of the story but wondered if it’s a burden that is increasing.  
As noted in the introduction, the Register wasn’t the only newspaper to frame or 
localize the Census report in this manner. Many simply recounted the national numbers 
and provided specific percentages on the different languages spoken in their respective 
areas. Others, including the Associated Press story distributed nationally, also talked 
about how immigration is straining school resources and fueling increases in the number 
of high school dropouts in some states. A few stories talked about how business people 
are learning other languages, mainly Spanish, as a way to increase their business 
opportunities. Only one story, however, predominantly framed the story in a positive 
manner. The Los Angeles Times, which took an extra day to write its story, talked about 
how the language diversity “really represents huge assets for California in the global 
economy” and quoted language experts who said there are advantages to those who 
remain loyal to their native tongues. While the story did talk about the isolation of non-
English speakers, there was much more emphasis on the increased connectivism 
multilingualism brings. The Times story also discussed the costs of not knowing English, 
mainly earning less money and, as a result, living in poor neighborhoods, but it was a 
very minor part of an otherwise positive story. I am not bringing up the Times story to 
portray it as a case of good journalism vs. bad journalism but rather to emphasize that 
there were alternative ways to frame the story. 
When questioned about the framing of the story, Valleyville editors insisted they 
didn’t mean to solely focus on the negative aspects of the language diversity and that it is 
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common journalistic practice to turn to institutions to gauge the impact of such things on 
the larger community. Others noted they were limited by the quick turnaround time to get 
the story in the next day’s paper and that they treated it like other Census reports. All 
downplayed any possible bias to the story, although one top editor did say it was a 
“fascinating example” worth “a lot of introspection.” 
One top editor maintained that if there was any bias, it was for efficiency and 
practicality: “The bias there is in favor of the assumption that you want everybody to be 
able to communicate in times of emergency, and I don’t think that’s an unreasonable 
bias.” He said the implicit argument of the story wasn’t “that there shouldn’t be multiple 
languages, the argument was that there ought to be at least one language in common … 
for the sake of efficiency. To me, that, that seems a common sense argument.” He would 
be more open to arguments the story was biased, he said, if it was “about complaints 
about hearing different languages at the shopping mall; that would be something else.” 
Here he’s limiting an acknowledgment of bias to a readily apparent example of 
intentional bias, only seeing a problem in denigrating the “Other,” not in privileging the 
norm. 
When discussing this story in interviews, Valleyville journalists would turn their 
attention back to individual behavior and individual attitudes, each time insisting it 
wasn’t the intent of the reporter or editors to portray language diversity as a problem. 
They would fall back on need for intent to see bias even though I made clear that I didn’t 
think it was intentional and instead wanted to explore how it happened unintentionally, 
how journalism’s conventions and practices habitually produce similar stories that frame 
nonwhites as “problems.” Focusing on and requiring intent to see bias was one of the 
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main ways that journalists consistently avoided engaging the structural biases of 
journalism’s conventions and practices, much like advocates of color-blindness focus on 
intent to avoid examining institutional structures that maintain white incumbency. 
When editors did acknowledge that journalistic habits may have contributed to the 
way the story was framed, they problematically talked as if they didn’t have any choice. 
For example, many referred to the limitations of having to produce the story for the next 
day’s paper, which limited the range of sources the reporter had time to contact. 
However, the paper could have taken extra time to do a second-day story like the Los 
Angeles Times did, but this was never discussed between the reporter and editor or at 
news meetings. One editor stressed that they treated the story like all other Census 
reports, where the newspaper tends to “do the quick analysis and turn them around.” This 
ignores the news media’s history of treating difference as a problem and glosses over the 
newspaper’s ability to break the habit in this case and put more care into covering the 
report in light of that history. 
When asked about possibly including positive aspects of language diversity in the 
story, an editor problematically said “that wasn’t the point of the story,” as if the point of 
the story wasn’t up to them. Challenged on this point, the editor didn’t waver. 
KD: You’re saying that’s not the point as if the point is out of your 
hands. The point of the story is up to you, right?  
EDITOR: Well, the point of the story is … it depends on what the news 
is and what the news value is.  
KD: Yeah, but I mean this is a story where you could decide what the 
point of the story is. 
EDITOR: OK.  
KD: You said well that’s not what the point of the story is; it seemed 
like you were saying it wasn’t up to me, but it was, right? 
EDITOR: [Heavy sigh] Perhaps to some extent, sure, but I don’t see 
your point. I don’t know what kind of story we would have done when we 
had whatever, I can’t even remember the percentage of non-English 
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speaking households here where some other language was the dominant 
language. 
“The point of the story,” “what the news is,” and “what the news value is” are all in the 
hands of journalists. This kind of language absolves journalists from taking responsibility 
for the news judgments they make in framing stories and their complicity in the 
perpetuation of white incumbency. The editor’s seeing these news choices as out of their 
hands is an example of how “frequently repeated patterns of activity relatively quickly 
take on an unexamined, rule-like status such that they are spontaneously followed and 
disrupted only with difficulty” (Haney López, 2000, p. 1723). 
This story provides a good example of how institutional practices can “orient 
rather than strictly determine action” (May, 1999, p. 28). There were a range of news 
judgments Valleyville journalists could have made in producing the story, but they 
seemed to habitually turn to the problematic frame for the story. However, it is important 
to note there were other newspaper stories that emphasized the positive aspects rather 
than the problems of language diversity, which shows how these conventions and 
practices do orient rather than strictly determine new judgments. 
With the emphasis on the costs of linguistic diversity brought by new immigrants, 
it would not be difficult to read in nativist, English-only, anti-immigration bias to the 
story. Portraying demographic and linguistic changes as a drain on dwindling resources 
plays into and fuels common reactionary, anti-immigration rhetoric. That it was all 
unintentional doesn’t excuse the newspaper’s framing of the story but rather calls for a 
close interrogation of the journalistic conventions and practices that produce these types 
of stories even when it conflicts with the professed goals of the newspaper and the 
journalists themselves.  
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Of all the people in the Register newsroom, the reporter for the language story is 
the last person one would expect to write a story biased against immigrant communities. 
When talking about the story after it was published, the reporter said it “was pretty 
straightforward.” When asked about its focus on the problems of language diversity, she 
didn’t act as if it occurred to her earlier and said that’s what editors ask for, that they 
“talk about impact a lot.” (Other reporters also noted that Register editors emphasize 
“impact” in their stories.) That a reporter could unreflexively produce a story in such 
opposition to her identification as someone sensitive to immigrant communities and 
knowledgeable about the history of representations is an example of how Haney López 
(2000) says “one must conform, one does conform, but rarely as a matter of thoughtful 
choice. Actors conform because received rules and understandings define, on a 
preconscious level, the way the world is and ought to be” (Haney López, 2000, p. 1775). 
The domestic partner benefits story and the languages story are examples of how 
perceived threats to the status quo are often unintentionally marginalized by journalistic 
conventions and practices. In both cases the frames of the stories seemed so self-evident 
to journalists that they were left unchallenged throughout the entire writing and editing 
process. Both were guided by journalism’s focus on institutions and journalists’ strong 
identification with the watchdog function. In neither story did journalists report on direct 
attacks or critiques of difference. No one said benefits should not be extended to gay and 
lesbian workers in the school district. No one was quoted as saying “there shouldn’t be 
multiple languages,” as one Valleyville editor noted. Rather, they were characterized as a 
threat to the social order by how they would drain already dwindling resources or 
dismissed as an elected official’s plot to line her pockets. 
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The importance of language 
One area where nonwhites have consistently criticized mainstream U.S. journalism is 
about the language used when reporting on nonwhite communities. One example 
encountered during my fieldwork was the ongoing debate over the use of the term illegal 
immigrant. Many Latinas/os consider the term particularly hurtful and destructive and 
have called on the news media to stop using the term, especially when it is used solely as 
a noun, as in “Four illegals arrested on drug charges.” One Valleyville activist said 
community members have talked to the news media often about the use of the term and it 
seems as if they “could care less” how much it “has hurt our communities.” The activist 
said the term has a negative effect on even those who “have a more liberal way of 
approaching things.” 
When people hear that word, I mean they really have a perception of 
immigrants and all of them as law breakers but in a very bad sense. That 
really has created a lot of problems because the general public perception 
of immigrants, especially those who are here without documents, is like 
they are people who don’t really deserve any human respect of treatment.  
The National Association of Hispanic Journalists has called on the news media to stop 
using the terms illegal, illegal alien, and illegal immigrant because they criminalize the 
person “rather than the actual act of illegally entering or residing in the United States 
without federal documents.” NAHJ also stressed the destructive nature of the terms. 
Terms such as illegal alien or illegal immigrant can often be used 
pejoratively in common parlance and can pack a powerful emotional 
wallop for those on the receiving end. Instead, use undocumented 
immigrant or undocumented worker, both of which are terms that convey 
the same descriptive information without carrying the psychological 
baggage. ("NAHJ Urges News Media to Stop Using Dehumanizing Terms 
When Covering Immigration," 2006) 
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While this could be dismissed as an inconsequential skirmish over nomenclature, Harris 
(1993) reminds us that “because definition is so often a central part of domination, 
critical thinking about these issues must precede and adjoin any definition” and keep in 
mind “who is defining, how is the definition constructed, and why is the definition being 
propounded” (p. 1763). 
The Register has had a conflicted and contradictory approach to the use of these 
terms. While I was doing my fieldwork there in the fall of 2007, the official policy was to 
use illegal immigrant but not illegals, although a few instances of these would slip 
through the editing process. However, some reporters would use the term undocumented 
immigrant and it would make it into the newspaper, but then they would be told to use 
illegal immigrant because it was a “more neutral term.” Soon after I left Valleyville, I 
was given a proposed policy where the preferred terms would become undocumented or 
unauthorized immigrants or workers. For some time both illegal immigrant and 
undocumented immigrant would appear in the Register. However, in late 2010, the 
newspaper noted that it follows Associated Press style, which favors illegal immigrant 
over illegal alien or undocumented worker “as the most neutral and factual term.” In 
explaining its policy, the Associated Press has said “an immigrant is someone who comes 
into a country to settle, and illegal means a violation of the law. Alternatives like 
‘undocumented worker,’ ‘illegal alien’ or ‘illegals’ lack precision or may have negative 
connotations.”("The Associated Press’ Continued Sanction of Offensive Term to Latinos 
Underscores Disconnect with Hispanic Readers," 2010) 
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A top Valleyville editor said that while both illegal immigrant and undocumented 
immigrant have disadvantages, he prefers illegal immigrant because it is more 
“intellectually honest.” 
They are immigrants who happen illegally in this country illegally. So I’m 
reasonably comfortable with it. To me undocumented is obfuscation more 
than it is illumination. It’s saying they don’t have papers, which is true, 
but it’s not really honest about what we’re talking about. It’s not, they 
didn’t lose their papers, they never had them. 
However, many immigrants do arrive in the United States with proper papers. The Pew 
Hispanic Center has estimated that 45% of the unauthorized migrant population in the 
United States entered the country legally through a point of entry and then overstayed 
their visas after they expired (Modes of Entry for the Unauthorized Migrant Population, 
2006). This high level of “overstays” is one argument for using the term unauthorized 
immigrant because they were documented at one point but are no longer authorized after 
they have overstayed their visas. 
Although the editor said he is sensitive to the argument “that nobody is illegal,” 
the editor also admitted that he doesn’t “have a lot of patience for the debate. … I would 
rather be accurate than spend a lot of time worrying about people’s feelings. I’d rather be 
clear. Plus illegal fits in a headline.” When I mentioned how the term unauthorized was 
being used more often, he said “that could be more reasonable” but was also reluctant to 
make any changes to the current policy. 
Then you run into the problem, however, that when you make a change in 
your terminology, then people read in a political motive to it. So I 
wouldn’t be opposed to that, switching, but then it would become a 
statement. … And we’re trying to avoid making a statement. 
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He sees changing current policy as making some sort of political statement but not 
keeping the policy as it is. One of the arguments for more diversity in journalism is that it 
will make newsrooms more sensitive to the concerns of diverse communities, and many 
journalists I interviewed argued that has been one of the biggest accomplishments of 
having more diverse staffs. In this case, however, there is a reluctance to change policy to 
be more sensitive to some readers for fear of appearing biased to others because they took 
a stand. This can only be seen as being “more neutral” if you see the status quo as a 
neutral baseline. In the end you’re taking a stand, the only question is: What are you 
going to stand for? 
A mixed success 
When talking about the history of the newspaper’s reporting on nonwhite communities in 
Lakeside, particularly the black community, top editors would often refer to a series of 
stories produced a few years earlier about how deindustrialization in Lakeside had such 
devastating effects on African Americans in the city. The three-part series detailed how 
the city’s black employment rate plummeted almost twice as much as the national 
employment rate dropped during the Depression in the 1930s. It also chronicled how 
deindustrialization severely impacted a once-thriving black middle class because 
Lakeside’s black workers relied more on lower-skilled blue-collar labor than blacks in 
other American cities. As a result, more than half the city’s black men were idle and the 
black unemployment rate was more than three times the white unemployment rate. (The 
series also noted how the area’s remaining manufacturing jobs have largely moved from 
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the city to the suburbs.) The story also outlined the economic upheaval’s effects on black 
families, which face higher poverty rates and higher dropout rates in schools. 
Top editors touted the success of the series in dispelling negative assumptions 
about African Americans in the city but also showed, as one editor said, that “it wasn’t 
the fault of white racism, either; it was a bigger, global economic shift that had battered 
the people in those factories.” Asked what came out of the series, a top editor said: 
I think it tried to set the record straight better about what was going on. I 
think there was part of the community that said these people in the central 
city are lazy, it’s their own fault they have this economic condition, and it 
said, well, no, that it’s not true. 
In talking about reaction to the series, top editors recalled getting calls from older white 
readers who said that before the series, they “didn’t understand what those people have 
gone through. ‘Now I understand; you opened my eyes.’ … Some people were crying on 
the phone, because they remember what their family went through through the Great 
Depression.” Editors said the series also drew a positive response from members of the 
black community who told editors they thought the paper was racist before the series was 
published.  
Although the series did do a great job of exhaustively detailing black misfortune, 
it largely avoided white privilege. It was very successful in explaining why blacks 
suffered so much from deindustrialization, but it skirted the question of why whites did 
so much better. The series also fell into the trap of describing racial disparities with 
phrases such as “blacks are more likely than whites” to be unemployed rather than 
“whites are more likely than blacks” (powell, 1997, p. 121) to move with jobs to the 
suburbs. In fact, the series attributes blacks’ failure to “follow the trail of opportunity” to 
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the suburbs on a lack of education, skills, and ability to commute. There was no 
discussion of how illegal redlining policies favored whites by increasing the value of 
their homes in Lakeside, making it easier for them to move to the suburbs, or how whites 
were more welcomed by real estate agents and banks in those suburbs. It was a clear 
example of how most people discuss white incumbency “in terms of the burdens that it 
places upon minorities, without recognizing the benefit it confers on Whites” (powell, 
1997, p. 121). powell (1997) outlines the negative consequences of this seeming 
innocuous phrasing. 
This invisibility enables Whites to simultaneously recognize that 
minorities have been denied opportunities and resources, and assert that 
Whites have achieved their own societal status through personal merit. By 
failing to critically examine their identity and their status, Whites fail to 
comprehend that the denial of opportunities for minorities has led to 
increased access to these opportunities for the majority. (p. 122) 
The focus of the Lakeside series on the devastating effects of deindustrialization 
on Lakeside’s black residents left white incumbency unchallenged by making it far easier 
for white readers to only focus on the negative effects of deindustrialization on African 
Americans while still avoiding questions of why whites fared so much better. Although 
some readers were able to see how African Americans’ plight was the result of economic 
forces, assumptions that they fared better because of personal merit rather than white 
privilege were left unchallenged. As Grillo (1995) notes, “you cannot get rid of 
subordination without eliminating the privilege as well” (p. 19). If we are to truly 
dismantle white incumbency, we need to do far more than realize that “it wasn’t their 
fault.” 
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Tenuous progress 
In early 2007, months before I started my fieldwork in Lakeside, some reporters and 
editors wanted to change the Ledger’s policy against including race in suspect 
descriptions unless the descriptions were specific and detailed enough to help readers 
protect themselves or help police find a criminal. Under the Ledger’s policy (the Register 
had a similar policy), the race of a suspect described as “a black male, 5-10, 200, wearing 
a dark hoodie” would not be included in a police story because it could apply to 
thousands of people in the Lakeside area and would be of no use in catching or avoiding 
the criminal. However, the newspaper would include the racial descriptor in a more 
specific description such as “A black male, at least 6 feet tall, with a slight build, wearing 
blue jeans, a black mask, a red hooded sweat shirt and white tennis shoes with red laces.” 
This more progressive policy, however, has been under fire both from within and 
outside the Ledger newsroom. Some editors and reporters argue the newspaper has the 
information and should pass it on to readers, and outside critics argue the newspaper is 
“censoring” the news, especially if suspects are nonwhite, and is putting “political 
correctness” above public safety or journalistic integrity.2 Even after the newspaper 
publicly reaffirmed its position, there still is “kind of a constant tussle” over the policy. 
As one Lakeside editor said: 
There’s still a lot of pressure I think. And a lot of it comes from, TV has 
the description and they used the vague one or other Web sites do, and 
we’ve gotten blowback from readers who think we’re, we have some 
nefarious reason for not doing it. 
This is a particularly troublesome reaction to working the refs. Because of “blowback 
from readers,” the newspaper was considering a regressive policy change that would 
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reinforce white incumbency by playing into and thus perpetuating historic associations 
between nonwhites and criminality. 
Although many suspect descriptions provided by police include a number of 
different descriptors (height, weight, age, dress), as Walker (2003) notes, frequently “race 
becomes not one of many characteristics, but instead the defining characteristic 
employed” (p. 664) in identifying criminal suspects. When race becomes the defining 
characteristic, Walker argues it disproportionately affects nonwhites because the 
historical association between race and criminality can affect eyewitness accounts that 
are “already notoriously malleable and unreliable” and lead to overidentifying suspects as 
black (p. 679). In the end, without more specific information that would describe a 
suspect, many Lakeside journalists said they favored not including racial descriptors in 
suspect descriptions because they reinforce stereotypes that people (presumably whites) 
already have about who commits crimes. 
Some journalists, however, have argued that they should print the information 
provided by police and let readers “make up their own minds,” a Libertarian laissez-faire 
belief that “the truth will win out” in the end. Those who wanted to keep the policy to 
generally withhold racial descriptors were accused of surrendering to political 
correctness, said one top editor, who described what she thought other people often 
meant when they tell her she’s being politically correct. 
It means you’re knee-jerking, that you’re not being reasonable about this, 
that … you are being unreasonable about this because you can’t tolerate 
any criticism from one of these protected groups. That’s what political 
correctness says, that you’re not willing to take on a protected group. So 
therefore you don’t have the guts, or you’re not being objective. 
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Under this view, withholding racial descriptors goes against many journalists’ self-
understandings as people who stand up against criticism, as people “who are willing to 
have people hate you.” Under this argument, the identification with standing tall against 
criticism overrides the identification with being anti-racist and being more sensitive to the 
concerns of nonwhites about how they are represented in the news media. 
Another argument from readers who would see racial descriptors in other news 
media, one top editor said, was “if you don’t give us all the information, it’s because 
you’re making editorial judgment decisions and we resent that. And the other side, wait a 
minute, our whole job is to make editorial judgment decisions, so we’re just doing our 
job.” Of course, one person’s censorship is another person’s editing. Journalists make a 
number of editorial judgments throughout the day in deciding what to include in a story: 
what’s important, what’s relevant, what’s helpful to readers, what’s credible, what’s 
necessary. Out of a long string of news judgments made throughout a story process, 
withholding racial descriptors goes too far for some journalists—and readers—because it 
is assumed they are withheld solely because of a failure of nerve rather than an exercise 
of judgment. 
Many journalists, especially nonwhites, objected to publishing racial descriptors 
because these artificially created racial categories are so ambiguous that they are 
essentially meaningless. As one black editor asked: “What do you mean by black? Is he 
dark-skinned? Does he have dreadlocks? … Is he light skinned? Does he have curly hair? 
What does that mean? What does black mean? With no [further] description, to me it’s 
silly.” Editors often edit out vague information that’s not helpful to or would confuse 
readers. For example, a description that a suspect looked “kind of sleazy” wouldn’t get 
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past most editors (it certainly wouldn’t get past me), but a suspect described as a Latino 
male often does at other newspapers, even though Latinas/os can range in skin tone from 
Christina Aguilera to Zoe Saldana or from Ricky Martin to Sammy Sosa. One white 
editor also noted that the inexactness of most suspect descriptions hit home to many 
Lakeside journalists when, during a particularly heated meeting to debate the policy, a 
black editor pointed out that “most of these people could be me.” The white editor said 
that was a “very powerful statement because for most of us, especially someone like, you 
know, a white woman, we’re not usually criminals.”  
Once the Ledger’s top editors had reaffirmed the newspaper’s policy to only 
include race in suspect descriptions that provided enough details to actually identify a 
suspect, some editors were gun-shy about making the call on when to include race. A 
black editor described how one white editor would turn to him for a ruling on whether 
descriptions were detailed enough to include race. 
Here’s someone who said I am clueless, I don’t know why it bothers you, 
but I’m going to send you these … descriptions every time I see them, if 
you don’t mind, and can you weigh in and tell me if you think it works or 
doesn’t. And I said, “Well, that absolves you of using your brain.” I mean, 
here’s the criteria. … Is this gonna indict a whole group of people? 
A white editor became afraid to exercise his judgment so he put it off on someone else, in 
effect trying to get the other editor to do his job for him. This begs the question: If white 
editors are so afraid of making a mistake that they avoid making a decision when they 
cannot escape the issue, how often do they turn down or decide not to pursue stories 
involving race to avoid possibly making a mistake? 
Although the Ledger’s adherence to its policy to not include race in suspect 
descriptions is admirable, it is a tenuous step forward. Newspapers with similar polices 
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are being challenged across the country for withholding race in suspect descriptions, 
especially because they are being reported on television news and other Web sites. As 
opposed to other examples discussed in this chapter, in this case identifications with 
being sensitive to nonwhites’ concerns about representations overrode journalistic 
identifications with standing tall against criticism. Why did this case go against the trend 
found in other examples? A major factor was many journalists realized that withholding 
racial descriptors was based on news judgments similar to those they make every day, 
such as editing out vague language or information that doesn’t help their readers. Another 
factor was journalists took into account the history of representations and how including 
racial descriptors plays into stereotypes about nonwhites and crime. This historical 
perspective was conspicuously absent in the domestic partner benefits story, where past 
representations of gays and lesbians weren’t taken into account when producing the story 
and were flatly rejected by some journalists when responding to criticism of the story’s 
frame. The challenge for journalists is to extend this progress into other areas of coverage 
by sorting and weighing their various identifications rather than unreflexively adhering to 
prominent identifications such as the watchdog role of the press. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
U.S. mainstream journalism has made significant progress since it started a concerted 
effort to diversify its newsrooms after the Kerner Commission declared the press “has too 
long basked in a white world looking out of it, if at all, with white men’s eyes and a white 
perspective” (The Kerner Report, 1988, p. 389). Although few newspapers have come 
close to the ASNE goal of matching the percentage of nonwhites in their newsrooms with 
the percentage of nonwhites in their communities, newspapers have become far more 
sensitive in their coverage of nonwhite communities and more diverse in their coverage 
overall. However, the increase in diverse coverage has effectively expanded the center 
rather than questioned or interrogated the center. Although newspapers’ white readers 
have learned far more about “other cultures” than before, except in rare instances, they 
have not been given stories that would help them think of themselves as racial subjects or 
what it means to be white. (Most white journalists themselves were flummoxed by the 
question “What does it mean to be white?”) In addition, journalistic conventions and 
practices such as the focus on institutions continue to habitually produce stories that 
portray nonwhites as problems and/or people seeking “special privileges.” 
Journalists often justify, or rationalize, the institutional orientation in journalism 
by stressing that the goings-on of public institutions such as schools, police, courts, and 
local governments affect everyone, or at least a far larger number of their readers than 
other subjects. However, in their coverage of institutions, they take a pluralistic approach 
that affirms “the value and efficacy of existing arrangements and practices” (Glasser, et 
al., 2009, p. 58). Of course, it’s easier to make these assumptions if you have always, on 
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the whole, benefitted from these “existing arrangements and practices.” However, if you 
have a different history in which these institutions have not served you well (such as the 
two black journalists who didn’t automatically defer to police), you might have a 
different perspective on the value and effectiveness of the institutions and their practices. 
A good first step in addressing these problems is for journalists, especially white 
journalists who often don’t know what it means to be white, to not only note that there 
are differences in values and outlooks among different groups but that there are 
“differences of social position that influence those values” (Gordon & Newfield, 1996, 
p. 7). It will take much more than just learning about “different cultures,” although that is 
a necessary first step. Whites also must learn more about themselves as racial subjects 
and how they express their racial interests in often unintentional ways. For example, 
when nonwhites raise concerns about coverage or argue that race is an element in a story, 
they can be seen as “having an agenda,” but when whites contest those concerns or argue 
against addressing racial issues, they can be seen as looking at the big picture. However, 
we also must recognize that it will take more than changing hearts and minds of 
journalists. It also will require changing the journalistic conventions and practices that 
perpetuate white incumbency. 
We can’t be content with trying to change the consciousnesses of white 
journalists, hoping that once they “get it —whatever that “it” is—they will magically start 
producing better journalism. As Frankenberg (1993) notes, “fundamentally, one needs to 
change the structure in order to change the white subject, and that by paying too much 
attention to the white subject, activists run the risk of neglecting the structure they seek to 
change” (p. 178). Newfield and Gordon (1996) argue that “simple exposure … is 
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absolutely meaningless without a reconsideration and restructuring of the ways in which 
knowledge is organized, disseminated, and used to support unequal power relations” 
(p. 105). In the end, the real test of the push for diversity won’t be how journalists 
eradicate the intentional journalistic news judgments and practices that discriminate 
against nonwhites but rather how thoroughly and ardently they interrogate and rethink the 
journalistic structures that perpetuate white incumbency.  
This will be no easy task considering how many of these journalistic conventions 
and practices seem intractable because journalists are so deeply invested in them (Ryfe, 
2009b). Like Ryfe (2009b) found with reporters who chafed at mandates to produce less 
daily government news, Lakeside and Valleyville journalists’ identification with 
watchdog journalism was so strong that it was “impossible not to follow their formulas” 
of focusing on a conflict of interest and the impacts on public institutions. Ryfe argues 
that it is only when journalists invest themselves in these conventions and practices that 
they become a deep structure (p. 673). While journalists then become constrained by 
these structures (i.e. the focus on institutions, not taking sides) because they have such 
deep investments in them, they also could choose to have investments in alternative 
conventions and practices or understandings of themselves as journalists. It is not only 
the structures that constrain journalists’ actions, Ryfe argues, but also their interpretations 
of those structures (p. 675). Ryfe notes that while structures can limit journalists’ ability 
to “imagine doing journalism differently,” the structures don’t entirely prevent them from 
doing so.  
This is where I think it can be advantageous to concentrate on identifications and 
self-understandings rather than an all-encompassing identity. For example, when faced 
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with questions about the consequences of the problematic frames of the Valleyville 
language and the Lakeside domestic partner benefits stories, the journalists’ responses to 
criticisms essentially boiled down to “Yeah, I get that … but that’s what we do.” To 
them, journalists focus on the impact of various trends or events on area institutions and 
keep a watchful eye out for possible conflicts of interest on the part of public officials. 
Although never stated outright, many journalists betrayed a sense that although there are 
some drawbacks from journalism’s institutional bias, they saw them as acceptable 
tradeoffs given their overriding identification with the watchdog function of the press. In 
other words, their professional identifications trumped their cultural identifications with 
being anti-racist and being more sensitive to nonwhites concerns. 
By focusing on the various identifications of journalists, we can untangle the 
overriding sense of journalists where “conflict of interest is what we do” and make space 
for alternative practices that would enable journalists to produce stories that serve both 
their watchdog function and their goals for more diverse coverage that is responsive to 
the concerns of historically under- and misrepresented groups. A first step would be, as 
Glasser et al. (2009) argue, to reject “the dichotomy between professional interests and 
cultural interests” (p. 73). So, in the case of the Lakeside domestic partner benefits story, 
instead of unreflexively framing it as a conflict-of-interest story, they could have taken 
into account the history of misrepresentation of gays and lesbians in the news media as 
well as current misrepresentations such as reactionary rhetoric that paints their push for 
equality as seeking “special privileges.” Keeping this in mind, they could have produced 
a story that actually debated whether benefits should be extended to domestic partners—a 
debate that could include arguments for how extending benefits would be good for all of 
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society, not just gays and lesbians. This story also would include arguments against 
extending benefits, which were entirely absent from the original story. This doesn’t mean 
the conflict of interest angle shouldn’t be in the story, it just didn’t need to be the story. It 
could have been included later in the story or in a sidebar accompanying the main story. 
Although some journalists may argue that it’s not up to them to worry about how 
different sides may characterize each other or that trying to make up for past 
misrepresentations amounts to “affirmative action journalism,” this problematically 
overlooks journalists’ central role in the social construction of reality. It is critical to 
examine and interrogate daily newspapers not as a “reflection of reality” but as “a moral 
proclamation, an aesthetic creation, and certainly a democratic document. Because the 
news is inherently a political and public account of our shared social world, it remains the 
concern of citizens and not just of news technicians” (Kaplan, 2002, p. 185). In regarding 
the newspaper as a democratic document that should serve everyone, we should ask 
ourselves can the conventions and practices of U.S. journalism that are so closely 
intertwined with existing power structures still be considered fair? And more specifically, 
if we examine journalistic identifications and their perpetuation of white incumbency, can 
we justify current journalistic conventions and practices? An important step in answering 
these questions is to interrogate way journalists talk about their profession, about how 
they make news judgments, and especially about the rhetoric they use when being held 
accountable for those judgments.  
Keeping this in mind, I think it is critical to consider whether “objective” 
journalism as it is practiced in the United States is a defensible enterprise. “Objective” 
journalism, through all its practices, discourses, and defenses, is consistently 
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disingenuous, truth evading, and duplicitous. It is disingenuous in how it avoids questions 
of values, it is often truth evading with its constant reliance on empty platitudes such as 
“the right to know” (avoiding the values in deciding which issues or subjects where the 
right to know is absolute), and duplicitous in how it avoids accountability in its constant 
reliance on procedures as defenses for news judgments (we treated it like any Census 
report or story on a conflict of interest). 
Some journalists distanced themselves from “objective” journalism by instead 
stressing fairness and accuracy. But as Bennett (2003) argues, these are “fuzzier terms 
that implicitly invite rationalizing away the information bias of news as being the best we 
can hope for given the limits within which well-meaning journalists operate” (p. 193). 
Also, in trying to be fair, journalists still show a deep commitment to the traditional 
conventions and practices of “objective” journalism. Just as not seeing or thinking about 
race doesn’t stop race from making a difference in people’s lives, no longer believing you 
can be “truly objective” doesn’t stop journalistic practices based on the belief in 
“objectivity” from privileging institutions and marginalizing challenges to the status quo. 
Just as it is disingenuous to renounce whiteness without a political commitment to let go 
of and undo white privilege, it is disingenuous to renounce “objectivity” without 
abandoning practices that privilege the status quo. In the end, then, journalists’ 
disavowals of “objectivity” ring hollow. 
Journalism needs to do a better job of presenting itself to its audiences—and 
itself. It must be more honest with itself about its ongoing construction of reality and the 
guiding values of that construction. Journalists also have to be more honest with their 
audiences and be “ready and able—at least in principle—to expose their assertions of 
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truth to criticism from others and to mutual criticism” (Arens, 1997, p. 59). As Hallin 
(1994) argues, the voice and judgment of journalists need to be more honestly 
acknowledged, noting that as journalism becomes increasingly interpretive, the 
concealing of the journalists’ voices—and by extension their judgments—“becomes 
increasingly problematic … and fundamentally dishonest” (p. 176). 
Many journalists did acknowledge that they have set up unrealistic expectations 
about journalism among their audiences, especially when it comes to the questions of 
neutrality and “objectivity.” As one senior Lakeside editor said: 
I think we’ve done a horrible job of telling people who we are and what 
we do, historically, and now we’ve set the bar at a point where we, we’ve 
described ourselves in a way that we can’t possibly achieve that, and with 
the advent of the Internet and the Web, it’s more easy to poke holes in that 
than ever before. But that’s not new. 
The editor said these points were raised when he was an undergraduate journalism 
student more than 20 years earlier. Although journalists have realized these are 
unrealistic expectations for years, they have yet to address them directly, other than to 
acknowledge them. This is partly resolved through the “North Star” approach to 
neutrality and “objectivity”—that they know they can’t reach it but they try anyway. It is 
also justified by a strong belief that journalists are doing their job as long as they try their 
hardest to reach these unattainable goals, a problematic parallel to color-blind approaches 
that require the need for intent to address racial disparities. The easiest way to resolve this 
long-standing conundrum, of course, would be to openly acknowledge that journalists 
can’t be “objective” or neutral and to stop trying.  
No journalist I talked with was ready to take that step, however. This reticence is 
particularly problematic when it comes to the push to diversify newsrooms and news 
 207
coverage because the push for diversity is inherently a political project. Combating 
racism, or more precisely white incumbency, can’t be done without some sort of politics 
or political commitment, for as Bonilla-Silva (2003b) reminds us, anti-racist whites 
“must engage in struggles to end the practices and the ideology that maintain white 
supremacy. Individual racial treason without a political praxis to eliminate the system 
that produces racial inequality amounts to racial showboating” (p. 183). Keeping this in 
mind, there needs to be greater urgency on the part of newsrooms to address their 
maintenance of white incumbency. When I asked one editor what he thinks the effects are 
of having newsrooms that are still mostly run by white people who don’t know what it 
means to be white, the editor said: 
Well I think that, well I think the, to me one of the sort of saddest things of 
the whole country is the kind of racial divide of not understanding each 
other. And so to think for a minute that newsrooms are gonna figure it out 
before the rest of country is just umm … 
While I have no doubt the editor was being sincere, his response does run the risk of 
being a copout. While it may not be realistic for us to expect journalists to figure it out 
before the rest of the country, it is not too much to expect them to evaluate how their 
work maintains white incumbency. I also would argue that an institution so critical to the 
ongoing construction of reality should, as so many news stories about institutions imply 
and so many newspaper editorials say outright, try harder. As Flagg (1993) argues, “We 
can and ought to expect the institution designed to be representative of all the people not 
to contribute to the maintenance of white supremacy” (p. 1017). 
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ENDNOTES 
 
 
Introduction 
1. The Valley Register is the pseudonym for one of two newspapers where I did 
my fieldwork for this dissertation. I promised to use pseudonyms for the two newspapers 
as part of my request to get permission to do my fieldwork there. See chapter 2 for more 
on the two newspapers and their circulation areas. 
2. It is common practice among newspapers to “localize a wire story” by taking 
what’s reported in a national wire story and finding out how it may impact their 
readership area or, in this case, reporting the specific Census figures for the area and not 
just the overall national figures for how many people speak a language other than English 
at home. 
3. I use the term Anglo here and elsewhere in the dissertation in specific contexts 
to refer to non-Hispanic whites. Although not as prevalent as it once was, the term is 
often widely used in areas of the southwest United States with large Latina/o populations 
to refer to non-Hispanic whites. Otherwise, I use the term white throughout the 
dissertation to refer to non-Hispanic whites. This is more for linguistic simplicity and is 
not meant to discount the identification of many Latinas/os as white. Throughout the 
dissertation, I will predominantly use the term Latina/o—rather than the term Hispanic—
to refer to the general population of Mexican, Latin American, and Spanish Caribbean 
people. I will use the term Hispanic, though, in direct quotes, when people self-identify 
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as such, and in specific contexts such as discussing Census figures (where the term is still 
used). For more about the use of the two terms, see chapter 3. 
4. Although I was reluctant to use “scare quotes” around the words objective and 
objectivity throughout the dissertation, like Mindich (1998) I found they “looked 
unclothed without the quotes” (p. 145). However, I don’t put quotes around the words 
when quoting others unless they specifically spoke them in a way that would call for 
scare quotes. 
5. While the Census found 42.5% of Californians over 5 years old speak a 
language other than English at home, less than half of those speak English less than “very 
well.” However, many of those who don’t speak English “very well” may still be able to 
speak English well enough to not need interpreters. See tables R1601 and R1603 in the 
2006 American Community Survey at www.census.gov. 
6. I thank Kent Ono for the very insightful quoted material here. 
7. I use the term nonwhite as opposed to the term people of color very 
strategically but somewhat reluctantly. Strategically, I choose not to use the term people 
of color as a way to emphasize that non-Hispanic whites have “color,” too, as part of my 
contention that we must “race” whites and expose expressions of their racial interests. I 
use the term nonwhite somewhat reluctantly because it can also function to recenter 
whiteness and because many people of color or journalists of color prefer and employ 
those terms as a politicized opposition to white supremacy. 
8. There are at least 1,049 protections, benefits and responsibilities extended to 
married couples under federal law, according to a 1997 study by the General Accounting 
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Office. The Human Rights Campaign details a number of marriage inequities: “Gay and 
lesbian couples in lifelong relationships pay higher taxes and are denied basic protections 
under the law. They receive no Social Security survivor benefits upon the death of a 
partner, despite paying payroll taxes. They must pay federal income taxes on their 
employer’s contributions toward their domestic partner’s health insurance, while married 
employees do not have to pay such taxes for their spouses. They must pay all estate taxes 
when a partner dies. They often pay significant tax penalties when they inherit a 401(k) 
from their partner. They are denied family leave under the Family and Medical Leave 
Act” ("Top 10 Reasons for Marriage Equality ", 2009). 
 
Chapter 1 
1. I use the term unauthorized immigrant instead of undocumented immigrant 
because a large percentage of immigrants enter the country legally (with documents) but 
are no longer authorized after they have overstayed their visas. I reject the use of illegal 
immigrant as a term that “criminalizes the person rather than the actual act of illegally 
entering or residing in the United States without federal documents” ("NAHJ Urges 
News Media to Stop Using Dehumanizing Terms When Covering Immigration," 2006). 
2. In using the term subsidized news I’m referring to public relations 
infrastructures, both public and private, that routinely provide journalists with not only 
information but story ideas that benefit their interests. I believe it should be considered as 
subsidized news because these practices save news organizations vast amounts of time—
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and money—by providing and packaging a “steady, not to mention free, stream of 
information” for them (Ryfe, 2009a, p. 207). 
 
Chapter 2 
1. In an analysis of more than a million blogs and social media sites, the Pew 
Project for Excellence in Journalism found that 80 percent of their links were to U.S. 
legacy media, which they defined as newspapers and broadcast networks. See “How 
News Happens: A Study of the News Ecosystem of One American City” at 
http://www.journalism.org/analysis_report/how_news_happens (accessed March 29, 
2011). 
2. See “U.S. newsroom employment declines,” posted April 16, 2009, on the 
ASNE Web site. Retrieved July 13, 2009, from http://asne.org/index.cfm?id=7323 and 
“Newsroom employment up slightly, minority numbers plunge for third year,” posted 
April 7, 2011, on the ASNE Web site. Retrieved April 7, 2011, from 
http://asne.org/article_view/articleid/1788/newsroom-employment-up-slightly-minority-
numbers-plunge-for-third-year.aspx 
3. I include these quotes to give readers a flavor of the newsroom managers’ 
responses, not to question their motivations. 
4. To maintain their anonymity, I am purposely being vague and not providing 
sources for much of the background on the sites and the newspapers. 
5. The 2007 numbers come from “ACS Demographic and Housing Estimates: 
2005-2007” from the U.S. Census Bureau Web site, http://www.census.gov/ 
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6. See Hmong 2000 Census Publication: Data & Analysis. (2004). Washington, 
D.C.: Hmong National Development, Inc. & Hmong Cultural and Resource Center. 
Retrieved July 13, 2009, from 
http://www.hmongstudies.org/HmongCensusPublication.html  
7. I determined this by using a staff address list to map the journalists’ addresses 
and superimpose them on top of a racial and ethnic map of Lakeside County from the 
2000 Census. Because names were removed before mapping the addresses, I don’t know 
the exact racial and ethnic breakdown of the seven people who didn’t live in “white 
dominant” areas. However, based on conversations with some about where they lived, I 
do know a few whites lived outside “white dominant” areas. While in Lakeside, I lived in 
what was still classified as a “white dominant” working-class area, but my block was 
very integrated by Lakeside standards. In Valleyville, however, I stayed with family in a 
mostly white, high-income area. I asked the Register for a newsroom staff address list 
(with the names removed), but the request was denied by the newspaper’s human 
resources department. 
 
Chapter 3 
1. The Romenesko site posts short synopses of and links to a wide range of blog 
posts and newspaper, magazine, and Web site articles regarding the news media. It also 
posts copies of internal memos from news organizations on various topics such as 
changes in newsroom policy and leadership. See 
http://www.poynter.org/column.asp?id=45 In fact, half of the 10 most highly trafficked 
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postings on Romenesko in 2010 were internal memos. See http://www.poynter.org/latest-
news/top-stories/110387/the-year-in-media-as-seen-through-the-top-10-romenesko-posts-
of-2010/ 
2. Like many newspaper computer systems, his system had a “history” feature 
that kept track of how many revisions had been made to the story. This feature is used to 
keep track of changes made throughout the writing and editing process. 
3. For example, some newspapers and wire services try to sidestep the Latina/o 
vs. Hispanic debate by using both terms, sometimes in the same sentence. 
 
Chapter 4 
1. For more on ASNE diversity initiatives and newsroom diversity censuses over 
the years, see http://asne.org/key_initiatives/diversity.aspx For an overview of Race and 
Hispanic origin in the 2010 Census, see 
http://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-02.pdf 
2. As noted in the introduction, I was reluctant to use “scare quotes” around the 
words objective and objectivity throughout the dissertation, but like Mindich (1998) I 
found they “looked unclothed without the quotes” (145). However, I don’t put quotes 
around the words when quoting others unless they specifically spoke them in a way that 
would call for scare quotes. 
3. This reporter was no longer at the newspaper before I started my fieldwork 
there so the reporter wasn’t included in my fieldwork interviews in Lakeside. 
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4. The phrase “working the refs” is a sports term for when coaches or managers 
complain about calls by referees—sometimes when they know it was the correct call—in 
hopes that next time the referees will make a close call in their favor. Under this 
metaphor, of course, the news media are the referees. 
 
Chapter 5 
1. I must note that some journalists in Lakeside said there had been out journalists 
in the newsroom before I was there, some even in top positions. Also, an out gay 
journalist joined the newsroom shortly after I left Lakeside. 
2. This is a summary of the opposing arguments based on interviews from a 
number of different Lakeside journalists recalling the debate earlier that year. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
QUESTIONS FOR ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEWS WITH JOURNALISTS 
 
 
As far as your work goes, what do you consider or call yourself? 
A journalist, reporter, editor, photographer, member of the media, the press …. 
Why that over all the others? 
What are the characteristics of a _________? 
What’s your picture of a good _________? 
What part of being a _________ do you identify most with? Have most investment in? 
What part of being a _________ do you identify least with? Have least investment in? 
 
Where were did you learn what it means to be a journalist? 
What were you taught about what it means to be a journalist? 
When you left (journalism) school, what did you think it meant to be a journalist? 
What do you think it means to be a journalist now? 
If so, why has it changed? 
How did you become a journalist? When did it first come to you? What event sparked it? 
 
If you weren’t a journalist, what would you be? 
What does it mean to be a _________? 
What part of being a ______ do you identify most with? Have most investment in? 
What part of being a ______ do you identify least with? Have least investment in? 
 
Who do you answer to? 
Whose questions do you think of when interviewing, writing, editing stories? 
 
What do you make of the “objectivity” debates about journalism? 
What part of the “objectivity” debates do you identify with most/least? 
What ideas about “objectivity” do you have the most/least investment in? 
How do you decide/gauge/determine whether you’re being objective? 
Do you feel having to always be objective (not participating in politics, rallies or other 
types of activism) has cost you anything personally? 
 
What do you make of the bias debates about journalism? 
What arguments about bias do you identify with most/least? 
What arguments about bias do you have the most/least investment in? 
 
How do you define fairness? 
How do you gauge whether you’re being fair? 
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What do you make of the push for more diversity in journalism? 
What are the advantages of having more diversity in journalism?  
What are the disadvantages of having more diversity in journalism? 
What does more diversity bring to the newspaper? 
How do you define diversity? 
What’s your picture of a good diversity story? 
Do you think having more diversity has changed journalism or any of the core values or 
principles of journalism? 
 
How do you think your newspaper is doing on diversity? 
Does the paper rely more on festivals and projects or it is doing a good job on diversity in 
its day-to-day coverage? 
 
Can you think of any events or stories that have ever made you question the way 
journalism is practiced, that made you wonder, “Should we be doing this”? 
What was your best story ever, a story you felt most proud doing or participating in? 
Can you think of any story your newspaper should do but wouldn’t do because it would 
be too touchy, touch sacred cows or make people nervous? 
 
As far as your race and/or ethnicity goes, what do you consider or call yourself? 
What are the characteristics of _________? 
What part of being _________ do you identify most with? Have most investment in? 
What part of being _________ do you identify least with? Have least investment in? 
 
What does it mean to be white? 
 
I also asked white journalists: Can you think of a time when you felt your most white or 
when you were most aware that you were white? 
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APPENDIX B 
 
SAMPLE REQUEST LETTER TO NEWSPAPERS 
 
 
I know these are trying times in the newspaper business, but I hope you will take time to 
consider my request to conduct some important research at the Lakeside Ledger.  
 
I am writing to you as a former journalist who is a doctoral candidate at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. For my dissertation, I am looking at the effects of more 
diverse newsrooms and efforts for more diverse coverage on everyday news reports and 
also how the changing newspaper climate is affecting and being affected by diversity 
issues.  
 
I would like the Ledger to be one of my research sites. I have chosen the Ledger because 
of the challenges the Lakeside-area demographics pose to your newspaper. 
 
As part of my research, I plan to spend about six weeks at two large daily newspapers. 
This work would include sitting in on news meetings, strategy meetings, and observing 
discussions between assigning editors and reporters. I also plan to conduct several 
individual interviews with journalists across the newsroom, as well as a select few people 
in the community. I’ve attached a two-page summary of my dissertation proposal, which 
provides more details about my project. 
 
As you can see from my attached résumé, I am well acquainted with newsrooms, having 
worked at daily newspapers for almost 20 years. Also, while in graduate school I have 
stayed active in the newspaper business—working during summer and winter breaks, 
including spearheading a successful 18-month project to redesign my former newspaper, 
The Santa Fe New Mexican. Because of this familiarity, I won’t be making improper 
assumptions about how journalists do their jobs and will be able to conduct my research 
as unobtrusively as possible.  
 
I would like to conduct my research at the two newspapers in the next six months. My 
schedule is fairly flexible, so I should be able to work out visits to your newsroom with 
the least inconvenience to you. Please feel free to contact me at [e-mail address] or 
[phone number] if you have any questions or concerns about my proposal. I also could 
make a trip to Lakeside to meet with you and your editors in person to talk about my 
research if you would like. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Kevin Dolan 
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APPENDIX C 
 
INFORMED CONSENT FORMS FOR STUDY PARTICIPANTS 
 
 
You are invited to participate in dissertation research being conducted in the Valleyville area 
by Kevin Dolan, a Ph.D. candidate in communications at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign (UIUC). The research involves participant-observation of the Valley Register newsroom 
between Sept. 4, 2007, and about Oct. 15, 2007, as well as extended, digitally recorded interviews 
with Valley Register journalists and some community members during that time.  
The purpose of the research is to examine the effects of more diverse 
newsrooms and efforts for more diverse coverage on everyday news 
reports, as well as how the changing newspaper climate is affecting and 
being affected by diversity issues. 
Participation in this research is voluntary. You can refuse to participate at any time. When 
being interviewed for this project, you may refuse to answer any particular question or stop the 
entire interview at any time. I do not foresee any significant risks or discomforts from participating 
in this research other than some uneasiness you may feel discussing issues of race, ethnicity, 
gender, sexual orientation or religion, among other issues. 
Information gathered from this research will be used for my doctoral dissertation, which, upon 
completion, will become publicly available in printed form at the UIUC library and on-line for 
registered users at college and university library Web sites. Also, I hope the dissertation will form 
the foundation for a scholarly book to be published later. 
I will follow common academic practice and use pseudonyms for and just general descriptions 
of the newspaper. However, I caution you that it is possible for savvy readers to figure out which 
newspaper I will be discussing. I promise I will not identify you by name (and will use pseudonyms 
when necessary) but also warn that I plan to provide my readers with general explanatory 
information such as job responsibilities, experience in the profession, etc. Because of this, I cannot 
guarantee complete anonymity. 
I promise not to show anyone my field notes in which your actual name appears.  
To ensure that I don’t miss any of what you have to say, I would prefer to digitally record our 
extended interview. I will be happy to give you a digital copy of the interview upon request. Only I 
will have access to notes or digital files of recorded interviews to further ensure confidentiality. 
If you have questions or concerns about the research being conducted, you can reach me at  
[e-mail] or at the Institute of Communications Research office at (217) 333-1549. You also are 
invited to contact the university’s Institutional Review Board Office at (217) 333-2670 or 
irb@uiuc.edu for information about the rights of human subjects in UIUC-approved research. You 
may call collect if you identify yourself as a research subject. 
 
I have read and understood the above and agree to participate in the research project. 
 
 
_________________________       _________________________        ___________ 
Signature Printed name Date 
You will be given a copy of this consent form following the recorded interview. 
